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IntroductIon

Reading Henry Giroux
Critique, Possibility, and the Promise of Democracy

Christopher G. Robbins



In an age where irrelevance is fashionable and low expectations dominate 
public discourse, Henry A. Giroux’s work is an anomaly. It refuses to be 
inconsequential or strive for mediocrity. Giroux’s wide-ranging studies of 
education, politics, culture and society are not only engaging and challeng-
ing—sometimes even disturbing—they are, more fundamentally, crucial 
resources for educators, parents, young people, and other citizens concerned 
with reclaiming and revitalizing democratic public life and its supporting 
institutions, practices and languages. At a time of momentous political re-
treat, this means that Giroux’s body of work is necessary. It demands to be 
read carefully, reread closely, interrogated critically, appropriated wisely, 
and inserted widely into public conversations in order to gain a sense of the 
despairing civic atrophy currently undermining democratic public life in the 
U.S. Giroux’s work is instructive for citizens concerned with the question 
of how and where to begin building a political culture, and educating its 
agents, in ways that can offset a fundamentally reordered, mass-mediated, 
market-driven, and globalized world in the interests of a social order that is 
more humane, less exclusionary—more democratic in form, content, func-
tion, and effects. Hopefully, this carefully selected sampling of Giroux’s many 
writings will help, in some modest way, in such a process.

Evolving over the course of nearly 40 years, 40 authored, coauthored, 
edited, and coedited volumes, 280 scholarly popular press articles, and 154 
contributions to edited collections, in addition to a highly regarded teaching 
career and frequent public speaking engagements, Giroux’s lifework is not 
merely impressive. It stands as a testament to this engaged oppositional public 
intellectual’s commitment to the project of a radical, inclusive democratic 
social order. To society’s benefit, Giroux’s intellectual and civic contributions 
have always been immunized to the plague of rapid-fire thought and politics 
of premature conclusions that pervade the political discourses of the public 
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relations talking heads in the corporatized media—with and of whom the 
U.S. has, unfortunately, become all-too-easily comfortable and accepting. 
Given the range, complexity, and diversity of his popular and scholarly work, 
Giroux’s overall contribution is sometimes difficult and always difficult to 
define, at least definitively. I will thusly refrain from feigning such an ef-
fort. Rather, after making a somewhat unorthodox way into Giroux’s work 
by providing a snapshot of how I have seen him fulfill his role as mentor, 
researcher, and teacher, I will sketch some rough outlines and highlight a 
few key facets of his work as I address the organization of the selections that 
are compiled and edited herein.

I will share these observations, of course, not to “make a case” for 
Giroux—this is something he has quite obviously accomplished—or to 
privatize the profoundly political essence of Giroux’s work, but merely to 
provide insights to the person behind the work and how he approaches the 
practical and everyday aspects of doing it. This entrance to Giroux’s work is 
important, I believe, because understanding how a scholar such as Giroux 
actually does the labor he so often researches and theorizes can possibly assist 
in understanding the studies he has published. What’s more, these lessons, 
while basic and, perhaps, unintentionally provided by Giroux, are important 
for any mentor/teacher to teach his/her students: One needs to witness and 
participate in intellectual struggle of Giroux’s sort, in order to learn that 
the public intellectual’s and citizen’s role is to be defined not by atomiza-
tion, insularity, and competition, but solidarity, engagement, humility and 
cooperation.

Learning Giroux

The Person and Mentor

Solidarity, engagement, humility, and cooperation are some of the ways by 
which I have witnessed Giroux approach both his practice and theory. I met 
Henry A. Giroux some years ago when I visited his office unannounced. I was 
just a curious undergraduate student who had been exposed to—and appre-
ciated deeply—Giroux’s early studies in sociology of education and some of 
his early cultural studies work. His resistance theories actually inspired me to 
pursue studies in education. Though I completed my studies at the school at 
which Giroux taught but not, ironically, where I had been introduced to his 
work, I had been unable to take any courses with him, and I simply wanted 
to meet and thank the person behind the work that I was just beginning to 
learn and that had so profoundly impacted me.

Giroux is as, or more, intense in person as he is in writing. Giroux has a 
candid demeanor and disciplined thought, which are tempered by a playful 
sense of humor and informed as much by his experiences in the world as by 
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his experiences in the academic institution. From a working class upbringing 
in Providence, Rhode Island, in which Giroux made his adolescent rounds 
shining shoes, “breaking in to movies,” and scrapping on inner-city basketball 
courts, Giroux made his way to the center of a university president’s politi-
cal firestorm as a young professor at Boston University; has taught around 
the world as a visiting professor and directed departments, institutes and 
scholarly forums; has held distinguished or endowed chairs in different 
disciplines—quite a feat, indeed; and, recently, was awarded an honorary 
doctorate from Memorial University in Newfoundland in recognition of his 
contributions to society.1

This tempering of Giroux was clear during my introductory visit. Giroux 
was careful, deliberate, and critical, but by no means stuffy or guarded like 
many professionals, especially “scholars.” In a way that could only be engag-
ing, Giroux dissected my responses to him and, with generosity, concern 
and humility, helped me rethink and reformulate my nascent understand-
ing of his and others’ work—all this despite his initial telling me that he 
could spare only 5 minutes. Giroux, however, seldom slips like this. He has 
an acute awareness of time as a deprivation and not a luxury; despite his 
established position in academia and his entering the “middle” class, his 
working class youth and its etchings on his body and psyche often remind 
him of the temporal asymmetries that exist in a world of gross material and 
symbolic inequality. One thing was quite apparent and startling for me, and 
others have highlighted it: Giroux accordingly had little time or energy for 
small talk.2 He wanted to know what I thought about the commercialization 
of public schools, the commodification and sexualization of children and 
youth, the representation of youth of color in the media, what it meant to 
have a project, and what I thought all of these things suggested about the 
state of democratic public life and the future. The fateful talk ended with 
Henry giving me his card and telling me he thought I should pursue doctoral 
studies. He followed this, in his generous way, with an offer to study with 
him, once his next student’s assistantship was complete. I was shocked, for 
sure. Considering my background, merely attending college itself, let alone 
pursuing doctoral work, were remote dreams, but dreams all the same. To 
this thought, Giroux responded, “Bullshit. I come from a working class back-
ground. This is a once-in-a-lifetime offer. You either want it, or don’t. Stay in 
touch with me if it’s the former.” As readers familiar with Giroux know and 
new readers will soon observe, rarely are things so simplistic for him, but he 
is, predictably, as straightforward. Giroux doesn’t pull punches, and he takes 
great care to land them when and where they matter.

So began a continuing, challenging, and rewarding mentorship with 
Henry. Over the next few years, Henry sent me his new writings not only to 
merely share them with me but also, I assume, to learn what and how I was 
thinking about them. While the proposition to study with him was appealing, 
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I was unsure whether it was going to pan out, since I received his writings 
but no mention of the mentorship for quite some time. Many teachers mean 
well, but sometimes they have a tendency to blow smoke . . . because quite 
often they have been trained to be afraid of taking positions or being straight 
up for fear of transgressing professional codes of politeness or shattering a 
“nurturing” aura. I would soon learn, and have repeatedly witnessed since, 
that Giroux is unpretentious, and he rightfully harbors no such inferiority 
complexes about the work he does—in print or in the classroom. As I was 
preparing to go out one winter Saturday afternoon, a letter from Henry ar-
rived on my Michigan doorstep, asking if I would accept the offer to study 
with him the following fall and to call him as soon as possible. So continued 
the mentorship with Henry.

These acts of generosity, while far from flippant, pervade Henry’s actions. 
They provide the basis for the kinds of mutual give-and-take of everyday (and 
scholarly) solidarity and cooperation that is crucial to the work Giroux does 
and the radical democratic project to which such work is directed. Giroux 
is not only a generous mentor; he is also a supportive colleague. He openly 
allows professors, for example, to dip into his forty-year deep files of research, 
cutting some of their theoretical work, to a large degree, to the time it takes 
them to read his files. Henry also devotes his time and resources to study ses-
sions with individual students and groups outside of his required course load. 
In the study group in which I participated, Henry reworked the traditional 
power dynamics of many classrooms by positioning himself as a student with 
us, knowledgeable about the background history and theory of the works, but 
new to the works themselves and thus the questions they provoked, providing 
a pedagogical context that was both supportive and intensive. (He bought the 
book for each of us and supplied the copies of the extra readings, to boot.) 
Behind Giroux’s intensity and generosity is a profound sense of humility, 
which—through his demonstrating a critical self-reflexivity about his own 
limitations—underpins not only his understanding of solidarity but also the 
grounds of mutual respect that define his pedagogical encounters.

The Researcher

Giroux is a methodical researcher. He reads voraciously, widely and carefully, 
putting himself (and his research assistants) through a rigorous reading, 
rereading, questioning, cutting, pasting, summarizing, and outlining of texts 
until they are reduced to their most pointed forms. He also observes and 
listens assiduously to the everyday conversations occurring around him, the 
institutional practices in which he is enmeshed (and often trying to untie), 
and the wider social, political, cultural, and economic relationships inform-
ing those practices and conditions. To borrow from and rework the title 
of one of his provocative studies, rather than “channel surf,” Giroux tunes 
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into multiple channels, somehow surveying, apprehending, and analyzing 
a dizzying number of shifting and, sometimes, only seemingly incongruous 
social, political, economic, and cultural inputs at once. This process produces 
pragmatic and theoretical benefits for Giroux. In the former case, it allows 
Giroux to compile, and gain a second nature familiarity with, vast amounts 
of information pertinent to a set of specific questions he is pursuing. In the 
latter case, it permits Giroux, in the relentlessly probing style that has always 
shaped and marked his work, to hold these resources, their conditions of 
possibility, and the specific and broader contexts in which he does his work 
in conversation and dialectical tension, encouraging a synthesis and analysis 
that is at once sweeping, exacting, innovative, and often troubling. Simply, 
this approach underpins Giroux’s uncanny ability to underscore the odious 
contradictions between how the social world is represented and how it is actually 
ordered and experienced. He keeps one eye on the symbolic, the other on the 
material, resulting in stinging insights on the ineluctable interrelationships 
between economic and symbolic power and, importantly, the actual relation-
ships of domination and the possible conditions for resistance and transformation.

Moreover, this “method,” to use a word that the technocratic heaviness of 
which will make Giroux bristle, backgrounds his talent for appropriating the 
tools of a range of disciplines and subdisciplines ranging from educational 
theory, sociology, political economy, philosophy and literary theory and 
criticism to art history, criticism, and theory, social and cultural theory, and 
cultural studies in ways that are conducive to investigating the most pressing 
issues of everyday life and the forces undermining democratic public life, 
which, nonetheless, refuse easy cordoning within arbitrary and preexisting 
academic boxes and the narrow methodological paradigms they shelter. (If 
it is not already clear to one that s/he does not live this moment in the eco-
nomic, the next in the political, and another in the social and cultural, but 
that one experiences them all in different ways and at different times within 
a complex whole, as Raymond Williams would have put it, then Giroux is an 
indispensable guide for sorting this out.) Further, this “method,” or process 
of reading the material world and the discursive systems constructed to rep-
resent it, enables him to not only bring new understandings to bear on how 
the power/knowledge nexus orders a range of oppressive and contradictory 
relationships and experiences in society and culture, but also reconstruct the 
academic disciplinary lines of power and hierarchy, which are themselves, 
in part, responsible for and related to the ordering of wider social, politi-
cal, economic, and cultural hierarchies. Consequently, Giroux’s various ap-
proaches to the study of social things both identify and use the mechanisms 
of power, while critiquing and rewriting their conditions of possibility in 
the interests of a more humane, radical democratic social order. As a result, 
Giroux’s studies themselves and the processes by which he conducts them 
defy easy categorization, if any at all, and provide theoretical and practical 
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resources that are far reaching. Test this conclusion, for instance, by Googling 
“‘syllabus’+ ‘Henry Giroux’.” One will find that his work is taught in fields and 
subfields ranging from cultural anthropology, the sociology of advertising, 
government, and political theory to art education, educational leadership, 
social and philosophical foundations of education, sociology of education, 
literary theory, English, rhetoric and composition studies, cultural studies, 
and media studies. In my research, I have seen his work appropriated in the 
development of theory in fields as diverse as criminology, music education 
and public health, not to mention African American studies, whiteness stud-
ies, rhetoric and composition studies, critical sociology, and any number of 
subfields in education.3

Despite the broad, critical influence of Giroux’s research, it is not free 
from sometimes rightful, other times misleading, criticism, and his work has 
not always been so widely disseminated, especially when he first started writ-
ing in the late 1970s. Consider the misleading side first. Giroux is a complex 
thinker who also publishes prolifically. Therein is part of the reason for what 
is often highly superficial and misleading criticism that is characteristic of 
what is now a destructively competitive academic market, which increasingly 
models its practices on the survival of the slickest politics of the wider market 
society. Rarely is his work taken up as a whole—to do this would, most likely, 
undermine the economies of efficiency that shape much of the conditions 
in which many academics must currently labor—and the result is that some 
of the criticism made of his work reveals an outdated position, because it 
has been superceded, or the critiques simply do not make sense, because 
he already addressed or preempted the criticisms in earlier work that, pos-
sibly, shares theoretical, analytical, and political continuity with the work 
being critiqued. For instance, it is nearly impossible to understand his work 
on critical pedagogy and what it might mean in the current era, unless one 
reads his later work on neoliberalism and public pedagogy, or vice versa; 
yet many reviews and some appropriations of his work begin and end with 
Theory and Resistance in Education: Towards a Pedagogy for the Opposition (1983), 
a book he wrote over 20 years ago! As he publishes more and in different 
areas, he is also an open target for scholars who are forced to publish for 
tenure, a glimmer of recognition, or for the purportedly “objective” rants 
promoting neoconservative think-tank faith, as opposed to publishing for 
the public good and social relevance, and he is thus subject to hit-and-run 
misrepresentations of his work.4

Now consider the (somewhat) rightful side. In more serious efforts at 
critiquing and extending Giroux’s research, scholars who are wedded to 
particular theoretical paradigms have a difficult time pigeonholing his work, 
which cuts across multiple theoretical and disciplinary lines at once. As Eric 
Weiner has pointed out, modernist and postmodernist fundamentalists alike 
struggle to domesticate Giroux’s work; for the former, his studies are too 
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fluid and draw sometimes relatively indeterminate conclusions, and, for the 
latter, his conclusions are “overdetermined,” not slippery enough and having 
few too little playful references made to “diffèrance” or other once-critical 
analytical devices that the more apolitical approaches to postmodernist theory 
have fetishized.5 In other instances, especially in his studies of youth, he is 
criticized not for advocating for youth, but for not allowing them to speak 
in his work.6 This type of criticism is somewhat appropriate, but somewhat 
misleading. Surely, Giroux’s studies of youth might benefit from the integra-
tion of youth voices. However, they might then be something altogether 
different since Giroux never makes a claim to “speak for” youth. Rather, he 
attempts, in part, to theorize, as a moral and ethical intervention, the total 
social condition in which youth can or can’t speak in the first place and sug-
gest, in turn, what this condition means for democratic public life and the 
future (See Chapters 5 and 6, this volume). Yet, in other instances, while 
being serious and fair in engaging Giroux’s research, disciplinary piety can 
be seen to prevail over theoretical significance, and Giroux is inappropriately 
tagged a “postmodern” “critical theorist” who has important ideas but lacks 
“sociological” grounding.7 This, I assume, is ultimately fine for Giroux, and 
the criticisms are somewhat correct, because the work he produces is neither 
this nor that “type” of work. Nor is he concerned with it being “this” or “that” 
kind of work as much as he is concerned with the ways in which his work uses 
the best tools offered by multiple intellectual traditions in order to shed light 
on animating issues of the day and determine, however provisionally and 
always partially, what that critical light might suggest about the tendencies 
of force at work in society and culture.8

Regarding the politics surrounding the dissemination of his early research, 
not until the late 1980s did Giroux get published by the heavy hitters con-
trolling the education studies publishing industry. For instance, Giroux’s 
first study, Ideology, Culture, and the Process of Schooling (1981), considered a 
significant appropriation and reworking of critical theory as it applied to 
schooling, was first published by Falmer Press in England and later by Temple 
University Press (in the United States), hardly a minor press, but hardly a 
central distributor of educational studies at that time. Giroux’s second study, 
Theory and Resistance in Education (1983)—which immediately unsettled 
prevailing educational wisdom, influenced innumerous studies of schooling 
thereafter and is now considered to be a classic—was published graciously 
by Bergin & Garvey, a courageous, independent publishing house, but not 
one that nearly carried the distributional or disciplinary clout of industry 
players such as Routledge and Kegan Paul or Falmer.9 Clearly, a politics of 
self-interest pervades the publishing industry on both sides of the equation: 
As some academics occasionally try to build publishing records vis-à-vis the 
acritical engagement of Giroux’s and others’ work, publishers, too, can be 
seen to act in “rational self-interest” when it comes to publishing work that 
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is controversial, nontraditional, or which simply rejects the types of easy 
categorization that are conducive to targeting niche markets and puffing up 
profit margins. Readers, I hope, will consider these issues and others, after 
studying the sampling of Giroux’s research compiled in this volume. But 
Giroux is not only a researcher; he is also, by art and vocation, a teacher.

The Teacher

Giroux is stupendous and difficult in the classroom. I would go so far as to 
say that the pace and rigor of his research and writing is not matched, but 
actually surpassed by his practice of teaching. This is a feat. It is, nonethe-
less, unsurprising when one considers that Giroux’s work is, in part, a gutsy 
effort to rethink—and enact—what it means to “use pedagogy as a referent 
for analyzing how knowledge, values, desire, and social relations are con-
structed, taken up, and implicated in relations of power in the interaction 
among cultural texts, institutional forms, authorities, and audiences.”10 For 
Giroux, however, the critical pedagogical encounter does not halt here, but 
it is connected to the identification and transformation of the very condi-
tions in which civic agency can be taken up and the demands of democratic 
public life addressed. This is to say that Giroux takes the practice of teaching 
to new levels. He plugs it in. Each of his classes, to appropriate a seasoned 
professor’s analogy, is comparable to Bob Dylan’s first electric outing at the 
Newport Folk Festival, where Dylan not only provoked the traditionalists and 
reformists alike by going electric, but also disturbed them.11 He forced them 
to take positions by blasting them out of their common sensibilities concern-
ing the given meanings of “music” or “folk singing/songwriting.” Giroux’s 
seminars and public talks have similar effects for which he, nevertheless, is 
more than willing to take responsibility. Giroux’s seminars, to continue the 
metaphor, don’t just rock; they also roll, they move. And like Dylan’s first 
electric outing, they persistently provoke and prod, disturbing the heavy sedi-
mentation of commonsense, habits of quick thinking and easy conclusions 
that often weigh on students’ minds—and, occasionally, his own. Giroux’s 
seminars, similarly, encourage students and cultural workers to rethink what 
it means “to teach,” “to be responsible,” and “to know something” and what 
one might do, under what conditions, and in whose interests, as a result of 
that knowledge. This pedagogy needles most students; one cannot avoid 
being engaged by Giroux, as the late Paulo Freire pointed out.

There is no question about it: Giroux’s theory and practice are left-
 oriented, but he is not unreflectively or unreflexively left—in theory or 
practice. He doesn’t pull punches, but he doesn’t stand still. This is a reason-
able strategy: The conditions in which he researches and teaches don’t stand 
still, and neither do the questions and challenges they present. For Giroux’s 
pedagogy to move, he must move and be moved, too. For example, I have 
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seen him modify a position he took in one of his classic essays—because, in 
a graduate seminar, an undergraduate correctly called him out, not nearly 
the type of thing most teachers appreciate doing nor, really, the kind of thing 
most students would have a context and set of class relationships to feel com-
fortable and confident in doing. Giroux has been around, remember, and 
he understands that he, too, stands to learn something from the pedagogi-
cal encounter. Giroux has sat with and asked other students and me: What 
worked? What didn’t fly so well? How could I have more effectively set up 
the segment on ideology? Did I provide enough practical evidence about the 
many ways the new racism works? Did that film resonate sharply enough with 
the arguments we read for the class? How could the relationships between 
intellectuals, academic work, and public responsibility have been explored 
more effectively? How can I make a context in which a conversation could 
be had with that student who is hard right [but hardly reflexive]?

On this point, a politico-pedagogical problem, for Giroux, is not whether 
students, or academics, are right or left, but whether they are responsible or 
unreflexive and acritical—about themselves, the conditions in which they 
learn and work, and the broader world—and, thus, whether or not they make 
it difficult to extend the conversation and perturb the basic conditions of 
arrogance and myopia that underpin dead-end polemics and a politics of 
annihilation. To put it differently, Giroux cares little about changing per-
sonalities, legitimating particular student identities, or involving himself in 
privatized vendettas over being “right” or “wrong,” but about the making of 
appropriate contexts and the tapping of critical, civic skills in which questions 
about responsibility, judgment, ethics, and the broader public good can be 
raised—or why they are, perhaps, censored—in the first place. Here, in other 
words, are the practical trappings of Giroux’s conceptualization of “political 
education,” which is not to be confused with a “politicizing education” (see 
Chapters 4 and 7, this volume). Effective, which implies responsible, commu-
nication is a two-way street, with others and oneself, and it is the basis for any 
politico-pedagogical engagement that avoids smacking of elitism, vanguardism, 
or pretensions to a politics with guarantees.12 One cannot avoid, and has to take 
responsibility for, this social predicament in Giroux’s class and company—he’s 
checked me a time or two. And it goes without saying: In the age of lowered 
expectations and civic atrophy where social responsibility even on the most 
basic levels is marketed as too burdensome or even treasonous, being held to 
this kind of accountability is disconcerting for some—and “too” political for 
the escapist and negligent, as if the acts of constructing, orchestrating and dis-
seminating knowledge, organizing bodies within institutional spaces and time 
grids, using public resources, mobilizing desires, and reinforcing or casting 
visions of social relationships were not already political.

What can be seen here is a performative facet in Giroux’s pedagogy, which 
has at least two related and intended consequences. One, quite like John 
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Dewey would have had it, Giroux founds his pedagogy in a belief that democ-
racy is only a form, emptied of any potentially just substance and capable of 
being filled with the rudiments of any political form such as the variants of 
authoritarianism, if the primary conditions for the practice and experience 
of civic skills and democratic social relationships are denied.13 Two, the intel-
lectual for Giroux, in theory and as close as s/he can come in practice, must 
not only practice social critique, but also perform self-critique, and this will be 
observable in the selections of this volume where, through the trajectory of 
Giroux’s work, the reader will see that he has read against, reworked, and 
rearticulated his own positions over time and in relation to changing social 
and cultural relationships and political and economic demands. More: As 
Giroux has insisted many times in practice as a teacher and in the broader 
world as an engaged public intellectual, the intellectual has an obligation 
to link critique with a discourse of hope, a sense that individuals and groups 
can both make history—though not without struggle—and, under certain 
circumstances, make it for the better. Critique in this instance is inextricably 
linked to and enabled by a sense of possibility, a demand to imagine the 
world differently.14

Reading the Giroux Reader

Giroux’s theoretical and practical work have been, from the start, devoted 
to investigating and bringing into being the conditions and relationships 
capable of supporting a more just and humane social order, a vision that 
Giroux came to align with the project of a radical, inclusive democracy. The 
theoretical traditions from which he has worked and reworked in the inter-
ests of this project have changed over time, and the categories stimulating 
Giroux’s studies have differed from time to time. However, there are some 
categories, for example, critical pedagogy and the transformative or oppo-
sitional public intellectual, which have always figured in Giroux’s research 
and which he has rethought in various moments.15 For these reasons, the 
selections compiled in this volume are organized somewhat chronologically 
in thematic sections, according to both the theoretical-political evolution of 
Giroux’s work and the primary categories he has investigated and theorized 
in the interests of promoting a radical, inclusive democracy.

The sections used to organize the selections in this volume are as follows, 
and in this order: Sociology of Education, Cultural Studies and Cultural Poli-
tics, The War against Youth, From Critical Pedagogy to Public Pedagogy, The 
Politics of Higher Education, and Public Intellectuals and Their Work. Of 
course, another scholar might have devised and used different categories, for 
instance, “film as public pedagogy” since Giroux has provided many studies 
on the subject. However, these have been addressed very well elsewhere.16 
Considering the magnitude of Giroux’s publishing record, another scholar 
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might have, similarly, selected any number of studies in place of one or, per-
haps, all of them presented here. We all have our rationales. In addition to 
providing a sampling of Giroux’s studies that speaks to the transformations 
and continuities in his theoretical work and the central categories that have 
impelled his research, I have attempted to provide selections that meet one or 
all of the following criteria: 1) provide theoretical and practical resources for 
teachers, students, and other citizens to use in their professional, academic, 
and everyday lives; 2) demonstrate a general intellectual contribution made 
by Giroux to social, political, cultural, and educational thought; and 3) have 
ongoing social, political, cultural and educational relevance. What’s more, 
it is hoped that these selections and their ordering can assist in taking up 
Giroux’s contributions as a whole or in parts by using specific sections of the 
volume as they fit particular course goals.

The Sociology of Education

Influenced strongly by the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, Giroux’s 
first studies in the late 1970s and early 1980s dealt with a range of concerns, 
which were related but not limited to the social, historical, and philosophi-
cal foundations of education, curriculum studies, and citizenship education. 
These studies largely underpinned Giroux’s development of a critical theory/
science of schooling and, in turn, a critical pedagogy of learning. For Giroux to 
devise a self-reflexive and socially critical mode of collective learning by which 
its limitations and possibilities for enabling critical thinking and analytical 
discourse were constantly made visible, open to resistance and transforma-
tion, he took a detour through the sociology of education, primarily that which 
emerged from studies affiliated with what became known as the New Sociol-
ogy of Education. Through his dialectical treatment of cultural reproduction 
and production, accommodation and resistance, structural-institutional 
forms and concrete human agency, and intensive engagement with issues 
of ideology and hegemony, a singular, though provisional, critical theory of 
schooling emerged from Giroux’s work at this time.17 In contradistinction 
to both liberal and radical theories of schooling, Giroux defined schools as 
“contested terrains” that were neither foolproof conveyor belts of social mo-
bility and harmony nor precision-built engines of domination free from the 
play of history, culture, and the intended and unintended consequences of 
power, but arenas in which competing and unequal social groups struggled 
to institute and legitimate their view of social order.18 For this reason, teacher 
work itself had to be redefined, and Giroux began reformulating the role 
of the teacher as not merely a legislator or purveyor of given “truth,” but as 
a “transformative intellectual,” an interpreter of and key participant in the 
production of culture and, potentially, resistance, thus stripping the “intel-
lectual” of his/her elitist regalia and pretensions to “ scholarly” and political 
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“neutrality,” a reformulation that would remain central to Giroux’s work as 
readers will learn in Chapters 7–8 and 12–13.

Beginning in the mid- to late 1980s and significantly in the early 1990s, 
Giroux’s perspectives on culture, ideology, power and resistance began to 
integrate the key insights provided by cultural studies, critical feminism, and 
the moral and ethical work of liberation theology stemming from South 
America, in addition to the emerging theoretical discourses of postmodern-
ism. Giroux also began to focus intensively on the political, cultural, and 
educational power of popular culture in a mass-mediated world that was un-
dergoing rapid social and economic change. Both of these transformations 
in Giroux’s work revised his understanding of the complexity of domination 
by extending it from merely class oppression to gender and racial injustices, 
seeing oppression as a multivalenced process operating on different groups 
and different individuals in different ways and at different times across the 
shifting “borders” in a social world that was marked by the fluid conditions 
of postmodernity.

These advances in Giroux’s thought politicized popular culture. While 
Giroux retained the Frankfurt School’s critical posture toward the ways in 
which capitalist relationships saturated the spheres of entertainment and 
leisure, he refused to abandon or belittle these spheres. He understood/
understands them to be contested terrains where battles were/are waged 
over the construction of subjectivities, and social, political, cultural, moral 
and, arguably, economic regulation occurred/s.19 Consequently, Giroux’s 
position on the power of schooling began to shift, understanding it in rela-
tion to the modes by which and the conditions under which people learn 
outside of the formal process of schooling. In this regard, Giroux came to 
see the production and regulation of desire that occurred through popular 
culture as a constitutive, “legitimate aspect of students’ everyday lives” and a 
“primary force in shaping the various and often contradictory subject posi-
tions students take up.”

Cultural Studies and Cultural Politics

The theoretical legacy and political thrust of cultural studies provided Giroux 
with the categories of investigation and modes of analysis for identifying, 
engaging, and redirecting the “educational force” of culture, assisting in 
further theorizing how schools occupy only one point in an intricate net-
work of educational processes and social, political, and moral regulation. In 
particular, Giroux’s appropriation of cultural studies and his articulation of 
it with critical pedagogy laid the basis for a radical or “insurgent” cultural 
pedagogy, that is, the understanding that “culture is intrinsically pedagogi-
cal; it forms, shapes, and cultivates individuals and groups and is, thus, an 
important site for radical democratic politics.”20 Subsequently, Giroux theo-



Reading Henry Giroux



rized more specifically how the processes of learning—in schools and by way 
of the educational force of culture—had to be constitutive of the processes 
of socially just transformation, extending an insight from cultural theorist 
Raymond Williams. To embrace critical pedagogy as cultural politics meant 
that, in addition to proliferating and legitimating the sites in which education 
occurs, literacy itself would then need to be pluralized. The idea of litera-
cies suggested that in addition to being attentive to the pedagogical value 
of traditional print technologies and cultural artifacts, educators needed 
to engage just as seriously the cultural codes produced by youth and other 
citizens within asymmetrical relationships of power and the images, sound 
texts, narratives, and (Hollywood) films that pervaded increasingly commodified 
public cultures and which were circulated by the ever-changing new media 
technologies in a social field dominated by corporate interests.

These transformations in Giroux’s theoretical work provided the tools 
with which he began to work on other sites, processes, and agencies of edu-
cation in the interests of both expanding, that is, democratizing, the sites 
and processes of education in which people were entangled in their everyday 
lives and providing modes of analysis and resources capable of intervening in 
those contexts and, when necessary, changing them for the better. Amongst 
other substantive pedagogical sites, Giroux analyzed how corporations were 
not only involved in a politics of representation, but were also transforming the 
representation of politics in the early 1990s (Chapter 3, this volume), simultane-
ously riffing on captivating and formative social relationships in particular 
historical contexts, and educating citizens to construct new relationships in 
which their roles would be defined less by the demands of citizenship than 
by the allures of being loyal consumers of “responsible” corporations in a 
marketized social order.21 Moreover, this crossing of cultural studies and 
critical pedagogy alerted Giroux to and allowed him to examine how the 
reordering of capitalism, the changing roles of the state, and the conditions 
of postmodernity began to impact youth, underscoring challenges besetting 
democratic public life more generally (Chapter 4, this volume).

The War against Youth

Giroux rarely asks comfortable questions. Particularly since the mid-1990s, 
he has mobilized his facility with multiple theoretical and public discourses 
to address the following questions: In what ways and how do the condi-
tions to which youth are subjected and the various “crises” surrounding 
them constitute, by definition and in effects, a war against youth? How does 
the war against youth register iniquitously along gender and racial lines and 
across multiple, purportedly unrelated spheres (e.g., talk radio and social 
welfare policy, popular newspeak and public schools, or Hollywood films and 
education and criminal justice policy)? In turn, how does the war against 
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youth both symbolize and constitute a war on the future and democratic 
public life itself? What tendencies of force with what latent and blatant 
consequences tie the two wars into a seemingly “natural” whole? Indeed, 
these are disturbing questions, and it is not accidental that Giroux started 
asking them in the mid-1990s and has returned to them at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century.

In part, Giroux’s entry point to the war against youth was, counter in-
tuitively, the public discourses of “innocence,” and, more predictably, the 
syntax of abridgment that began to lock media image-narratives of people 
of color and “criminality” into a nearly impenetrable post–civil rights world-
view. Giroux found that behind the pretensions to innocence and the panics 
about youth criminality in the 1990s was a set of wicked material practices, 
which were/are related to changes in social policy and public culture and 
have produced devastating consequences for a generation of youth. To put 
it differently, while a direct causal relationship might not necessarily exist 
between media representations of youth (of color) and changes in social 
policy, Giroux underscores the substantive resonances between the two sets 
of discourses and practices, as they mobilize the same codes of representation 
within the same historical-material conditions. Both sides of this relationship 
were/are related to a larger set of forces for Giroux: Between the persistent 
and escalating corporate assault on public spaces and discourses, a process which 
Giroux increasingly has come to associate with neoliberal economic philosophy 
and cultural politics, and decreasing state responsibility for social provisions such 
as public schools, social welfare, healthcare and so on, children and youth 
have become public enemy number one—not because they are dangerous, 
though an exceptionally rare few of them are from time to time, but because 
they are dependent upon the very public investments that neoliberals and 
social conservatives of the New Right have lambasted as public burdens and 
fiscal waste for the last 30 years. This makes children and youth, by default, 
not only private burdens, according to the New World Order(ing) of things, 
but also social dangers and wasteable or, in Giroux’s term, disposable as both 
public coffers and public languages are emptied of any vestiges of social 
responsibility toward youth and the future—a social irresponsibility of sorts 
that is run through the distillery of “private” choice, “personal” responsibil-
ity or pathology, and “self-help.”22 In study after study, Giroux has mapped 
the territory of this harrowing set of social forces across numerous public 
and private sites. These forces are implicated in processes ranging from the 
commercialization of public schools and the commodification and sexualization 
of child and youth bodies (Chapter 5, this volume) to the criminalization 
of youth and the militarization of public space and culture (Chapter 6, this 
volume). Assuredly, for Giroux, these transformations in the conditions of 
public life and in adult responsibility toward youth bear consequences for 
all youth, but they also need to be understood and contested in terms of 
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how they are refracted disproportionately through the modalities of race 
and gender and threaten the very promise of democracy.

From Critical Pedagogy to Public Pedagogy

As Giroux’s conceptualizations and understandings of education, cultural 
politics, public culture, the profound and pervasive influences of (global) 
corporate culture and politics, and democracy both expanded and became 
more exacting, so too did his understanding of critical pedagogy. In recent 
years, Giroux has theorized critical pedagogy as public pedagogy. Public 
pedagogy is, as Giroux explains in Chapter 8, a strategy for engaging “more 
seriously how pedagogy functions on local and global levels to secure and 
challenge the ways in which power is deployed, affirmed, and resisted within 
and outside traditional discourses and cultural spheres.” This reformulation 
of critical pedagogy, in broader terms as public pedagogy, has at least four 
consequences, making a significant contribution to social thought. One, 
Giroux again provides a rationale—and calls into being the set of relation-
ships—for recognizing and extending, or transforming, the ways power 
operates, knowledge is produced, and subjectivities are secured or resisted 
under the conditions of a globalizing neoliberal capitalism and emerging 
global public sphere. This has the consequence of subjecting all knowledge 
forms and their modes of production to public engagement and contesta-
tion. Two, it requires that the historical legacy of cultural studies, and its 
relationship to public pedagogy, be rethought in light of altered historical 
conditions—by no means an easy task, but a necessary one all the same. Three, 
the responsibility of intellectuals takes on a new dimension and force, as the 
borders delineating official and unofficial sites of knowledge production 
either proliferate, become commodified, or become more porous due to 
ever-changing media and communications technologies and in accordance 
with the assault on all things public and democratic by the forces of neo-
liberalism. Intellectuals, that is, must renew and extend their practices and 
projects with a moral commitment to creating contexts—within and outside of 
dominant cultural institutions—in which education can be linked to “modes 
of political agency that promote critical citizenship and engage the ethical 
imperative to alleviate human suffering,” as Giroux explains in Chapters 7 
and 8 (this volume). Thus, as human suffering and grotesque power asym-
metries have assumed global proportions that evade the limited reach of 
the modern nation-state’s social side, citizenship itself must be calibrated to 
the “new social formations that the current political and social institutions of 
the nation-state cannot influence, contain, or control,” and it must “invoke 
a broader notion of democracy in which the global becomes the space for 
exercising civic courage, social responsibility, politics, and compassion for 
the plight of others,” Giroux explains in the intimate context of an interview 
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with another international scholar (Chapter 7, this volume). (Intellectuals, 
it should be clear, play a critical role in either supporting or subverting 
such a global democratic project.) Four, considering the inordinate power 
that corporations wield on the representation of politics and the politics of 
representation, cultural production, and everyday life, public pedagogy un-
derscores the profound necessity of educators and cultural workers to work 
with wider groups to both hold corporations publicly accountable for their 
impacts on public life and struggle for fundamental reform of economic, 
education, and media policy. In other words, corporations should be engaged 
for the public pedagogies they produce and the representational politics 
they employ, “forcing civic discourse and popular culture to rub . . . against 
each other,” as Giroux demonstrates in one of his many case studies of the 
Disney Corporation in Chapter 9 (this volume).23

The Politics of Higher Education

Despite Giroux’s formulation of public pedagogy and forays into popular 
culture, he is still critically invested in the moral and ethical roles demanded 
of public schooling and higher education in educating critical, civic minded 
citizens and keeping the “promise” of democracy alive. To be more precise, 
and honest to Giroux’s work, public pedagogy and popular culture, and 
public schooling and higher education, are not diametrically opposed or 
mutually exclusive spheres, and they cannot be if Giroux is, in fact, concerned 
with democratizing the processes of education and developing contexts in 
which learning processes can become the processes of social transforma-
tion. On the one hand, this understanding presents specific curricular and 
pedagogical challenges to educators and cultural workers working within 
institutions of public and higher education and, on the other, it demands 
sustained engagements with the structural-institutional and social changes 
(self-) imposed on institutions of higher education by the wider and often 
contradictory forces of neoliberalism and social conservativism.24

In the former case, this suggests, in part, that educators provide condi-
tions and pedagogical relationships in which students can interrogate public 
discourses (e.g., Hollywood film, policy talk) as texts equally as legitimate 
as, and often more powerful than, traditional curricular devices and peda-
gogical modes. This does not mean that texts simply be “added” to existing 
curricular materials, but that they are added within a larger attempt to link 
critique with social action as part of developing the skills of and affective 
investments in critical citizenship. Educators and cultural workers must also 
be concerned with creating pedagogical conditions and relationships capable 
of not only bridging the gap between how the social world is represented 
within disciplinary gazes and how it is actually experienced by, for instance, 
people of color in this historical juncture, but also reordering the material 
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and symbolic structures underpinning that gap and its threat to democratic 
public life (Chapter 10, this volume). In the latter case, it means to engage 
the crisis of higher education as being fundamentally related to the war 
being waged against youth and on democracy by corporate culture. There 
are at least two points of entry here, as Giroux explains in Chapter 11. One 
is the construction of and recommitment to public time in higher educa-
tion. This is a structural-institutional concern. As universities are defined 
(define themselves?) more by instrumental and commercial desires than 
by their responsibilities to public needs, the temporal burdens operating in 
universities refigure academic labor, transform university space, undermine 
collegiality, and alter teacher-student relationships and, more broadly, the 
relationship between universities, democratic public life, and the future. 
Two, educators, cultural workers, and students crucially need to construct 
and deploy a language of possibility within a politics of educated hope that “makes 
concrete the possibility for transforming higher education into a practice and 
public event that confronts the flow of everyday experience and the weight 
of social suffering with the force of individual and collective resistance and 
the promise of an ongoing project of democratic social transformation” 
(Giroux, Chapter 11, this volume).

Public Intellectuals and Their Work

The intellectual has always featured prominently in Giroux’s research. His 
earliest writings in Ideology, Culture, and the Process of Schooling, Theory and Resis-
tance in Education, Education under Siege (with Stanley Aronowitz) (Bergin and 
Garvey, 1985), Teachers as Intellectuals: Towards a Critical Pedagogy of Learning 
(Bergin and Garvey, 1988), and the important Schooling and the Struggle for 
Public Life: Critical Pedagogy in the Modern Age (University of Minnesota Press, 
1988), can be understood, in part, as “quest[s] to identify . . . the role of the 
intellectual as a participant in social affairs” (Emphasis added).25 This is a 
deceivingly simple quest. The intellectual was not always imagined across the 
20th century to be a self-reflexive “participant” in social affairs, but a “scholar,” 
an “academic,” a mere “observer” unadulterated by the “outside” world, or a 
legislator of it vis-à-vis his/her “objective” descriptions of and prescriptions 
for it. Characteristic of Giroux’s approach, he has sought in different mo-
ments to give the intellectual critical and transformative, not affirmative and 
reproductive, roles and, more recently, an oppositional, engaged public set of 
moral and ethical commitments.26 The intellectual is consequently redefined, 
in Giroux’s work, from his/her role as transmitter of “universal truths” to 
an active creator and innovator within multiple, related communities who is 
capable of providing moral leadership and constructing formative alliances 
with other cultural workers within, against, and between dominant cultural 
institutions and on local and global levels. For Giroux, the intellectual thus 
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must become a “border crosser,” one capable of “reinvent[ing] traditions 
not within the discourse of submission, reverence, and repetition, but ‘[in 
one of] transformation and critique’” (Giroux, Chapter 12, this volume). For 
these reasons, Giroux’s work on intellectuals investigates the politics of the 
intellectual’s location and work, the intellectual’s public responsibility as a result of 
his/her position in the division of labor, the ways intellectuals navigate the 
shoals of crisis, criticism, and worldliness (Chapter 13, this volume), and the 
intellectual’s place in articulating a politics of educated hope with a public 
pedagogy capable of contesting “social relations that keep privilege and 
oppression alive as active constituting forces of daily life” (Giroux, Chapter 
12, this volume).

A closing editorial consideration before the reader can address the task 
at hand: Since the intellectual has always maintained a central presence in 
Giroux’s work, this section should have, perhaps, opened the volume, so 
as to give clearer insights to both the implicit and explicit values driving 
Giroux’s commitment to the work he does. I have my rationale. Respect, 
engagement, criticality, and a language of possibility saturate Giroux’s work on 
public intellectuals. This, I believe, in both personal and profound senses, is 
an important way to close The Giroux Reader—at least for now, since Giroux 
exhibits no signs of fatigue, lack of civic courage, or boredom with the ever-
changing world around him . . . and us. Closing this collection with Giroux’s 
work on intellectuals will nod to the respect and language of possibility I have 
fortunately witnessed and experienced firsthand with Giroux, the mentor 
and teacher, and demonstrate Giroux’s openness and critical posture, as an 
engaged public intellectual himself, toward the insights and actions of others. 
More importantly, I wish to leave readers mobilized by the same openness, 
criticality, and language of possibility that animate these selections on public 
intellectuals and suffuse the rest of this collection.
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1
Theories of Reproduction and Resistance in the 

New Sociology of Education
Toward a Critical Theory of Schooling and Pedagogy for 

the Opposition



In the last decade [between early 1970s and 1980s], Karl Marx’s concept of 
reproduction has been one of the major organizing ideas informing socialist 
theories of schooling. Marx states that “every social process of production 
is, at the same time, a process of reproduction. . . . Capitalist production, 
therefore . . . produces not only commodities, not only surplus-value, but 
it also produces and reproduces the capitalist relation, on the one side 
the capitalist, on the other the wage-labourer.”1 Radical educators have 
given this concept a central place in developing a critique of liberal views 
of schooling. Moreover, they have used it as the theoretical foundation for 
developing a critical science of education.2 Thus far, the task has been only 
partially successful.

Contrary to the claims of liberal theorists and historians that public 
education offers possibilities for individual development, social mobility, 
and political and economic power to the disadvantaged and dispossessed, 
radical educators have argued that the main functions of schools are the 
reproduction of the dominant ideology, its forms of knowledge, and the 
distribution of skills needed to reproduce the social division of labor. In 
the radical perspective, schools as institutions could only be understood 
through an analysis of their relationship to the state and the economy. In 
this view, the deep structure or underlying significance of schooling could 
only be revealed through analyzing how schools functioned as agencies of 
social and cultural reproduction—that is, how they legitimated capitalist 
rationality and sustained dominant social practices.

Instead of blaming students for educational failure, radical educators 
blamed the dominant society. Instead of abstracting schools from the dynam-
ics of inequality and class-race-gender modes of discrimination, schools were 
considered central agencies in the politics and processes of domination. 
In contrast to the liberal view of education as the great equalizer, radical 
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educators saw the objectives of schooling quite differently. As Paul Willis 
states, “Education was not about equality, but inequality. . . . Education’s main 
purpose of the social integration of a class society could be achieved only by 
preparing most kids for an unequal future, and by insuring their personal 
underdevelopment. Far from productive roles in the economy simply waiting 
to be ‘fairly’ filled by the products of education, the ‘Reproduction’ perspec-
tive reversed this to suggest that capitalist production and its roles required 
certain educational outcomes.”3

In my view, radical educators presented a serious challenge to the discourse 
and logic of liberal views of schooling. But they did more than that. They 
also tried to fashion a new discourse and set of understandings around the 
reproduction thesis. Schools were stripped of their political innocence and 
connected to the social and cultural matrix of capitalist rationality. In effect, 
schools were portrayed as reproductive in three senses. First, schools pro-
vided different classes and social groups with the knowledge and skills they 
needed to occupy their respective places in a labor force stratified by class, 
race, and gender. Second, schools were seen as reproductive in the cultural 
sense, functioning in part to distribute and legitimate forms of knowledge, 
values, language, and modes of style that constitute the dominant culture 
and its interests. Third, schools were viewed as part of a state apparatus that 
produced and legitimated the economic and ideological imperatives that 
underlie the state’s political power.

Radical reproduction theorists have used these forms of reproduction to 
fashion a number of specific concerns that have shaped the nature of their 
educational research and inquiry. These concerns have focused on analyses 
of the relationships between schooling and the workplace,4 class-specific 
educational experiences and the job opportunities that emerge for different 
social groups,5 the culture of the school and the class-defined cultures of 
the students who attend them,6 and the relationship among the economic, 
ideological, and repressive functions of the state and how they affect school 
policies and practices.7

Reproduction theory and its various explanations of the role and function 
of education have been invaluable in contributing to a broader understand-
ing of the political nature of schooling and its relation to the dominant so-
ciety. But it must be stressed that the theory has not achieved its promise to 
provide a comprehensive critical science of schooling. Reproduction theorists 
have overemphasized the idea of domination in their analyses and have failed 
to provide any major insights into how teachers, students, and other human 
agents come together within specific historical and social contexts in order to 
both make and reproduce the conditions of their existence. More specifically, 
reproduction accounts of schooling have continually patterned themselves 
after structural-functionalist versions of Marxism which stress that history is 
made “behind the backs” of the members of society. The idea that people 
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do make history, including its constraints, has been neglected. Indeed, hu-
man subjects generally “disappear” amidst a theory that leaves no room for 
moments of self-creation, mediation, and resistance. These accounts often 
leave us with a view of schooling and domination that appears to have been 
pressed out of an Orwellian fantasy; schools are often viewed as factories or 
prisons, teachers and students alike act merely as pawns and role bearers 
constrained by the logic and social practices of the capitalist system.

By downplaying the importance of human agency and the notion of re-
sistance, reproduction theories offer little hope for challenging and chang-
ing the repressive features of schooling. By ignoring the contradictions 
and struggles that exist in schools, these theories not only dissolve human 
agency, they unknowingly provide a rationale for not examining teachers 
and students in concrete school settings. Thus, they miss the opportunity to 
determine whether there is a substantial difference between the existence 
of various structural and ideological modes of domination and their actual 
unfolding and effects.

Recent research on schooling in the United States, Europe, and Australia 
has both challenged and attempted to move beyond reproduction theories. 
This research emphasizes the importance of human agency and experience as 
the theoretical cornerstones for analyzing the complex relationship between 
schools and the dominant society. Organized around what I loosely label as 
resistance theory, these analyses give central importance to the notions of 
conflict, struggle, and resistance.8

Combining ethnographic studies with more recent European cultural stud-
ies, resistance theorists have attempted to demonstrate that the mechanisms 
of social and cultural reproduction are never complete and always meet with 
partially realized elements of opposition.9 In effect, resistance theorists have 
developed a theoretical framework and method of inquiry that restores the 
critical notion of agency. They point not only to the role that students play 
in challenging the most oppressive aspects of schools but also to the ways 
in which students actively participate through oppositional behavior in a 
logic that very often consigns them to a position of class subordination and 
political defeat.

One of the most important assumptions of resistance theory is that working-
class students are not merely the by-product of capital, compliantly submitting 
to the dictates of authoritarian teachers and schools that prepare them for a 
life of deadening labor. Rather, schools represent contested terrains marked 
not only by structural and ideological contradictions but also by collectively 
informed student resistance. In other words, schools are social sites charac-
terized by overt and hidden curricula, tracking, dominant and subordinant 
cultures, and competing class ideologies. Of course, conflict and resistance take 
place within asymmetrical relations of power which always favor the dominant 
classes, but the essential point is that there are complex and creative fields 
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of resistance through which class-, race- and gender-mediated practices often 
refuse, reject, and dismiss the central messages of the schools.

In resistance accounts, schools are relatively autonomous institutions that 
not only provide spaces for oppositional behavior and teaching but also rep-
resent a source of contradictions that sometimes make them dysfunctional 
to the material and ideological interests of the dominant society. Schools are 
not solely determined by the logic of the workplace or the dominant society; 
they are not merely economic institutions but are also political, cultural, 
and ideological sites that exist somewhat independently of the capitalist 
market economy. Of course, schools operate within limits set by society, but 
they function in part to influence and shape those limits, whether they be 
economic, ideological, or political. Moreover, instead of being homogeneous 
institutions operating under the direct control of business groups, schools 
are characterized by diverse forms of school knowledge, ideologies, organi-
zational styles, and classroom social relations. Thus, schools often exist in a 
contradictory relation to the dominant society, alternately supporting and 
challenging its basic assumptions. For instance, schools sometimes support 
a notion of liberal education that is in sharp contradiction to the dominant 
society’s demand for forms of education that are specialized, instrumental, 
and geared to the logic of the marketplace. In addition, schools still strongly 
define their role via their function as agencies for social mobility even though 
they currently turn out graduates at a faster pace than the economy’s capac-
ity to employ them.

Whereas reproduction theorists focus almost exclusively on power and how 
the dominant culture ensures the consent and defeat of subordinate classes 
and groups, theories of resistance restore a degree of agency and innovation 
to the cultures of these groups. Culture, in this case, is constituted as much 
by the group itself as by the dominant society. Subordinate cultures, whether 
working-class or otherwise, partake of moments of self-production as well as 
reproduction; they are contradictory in nature and bear the marks of both 
resistance and reproduction. Such cultures are forged within constraints 
shaped by capital and its institutions, such as schools, but the conditions 
within which such constraints function vary from school to school and from 
neighborhood to neighborhood. Moreover, there are never any guarantees 
that capitalist values and ideologies will automatically succeed, regardless of 
how strongly they set the agenda. As Stanley Aronowitz reminds us, “In the 
final analysis, human praxis is not determined by its pre-conditions; only the 
boundaries of possibility are given in advance.”10

In this rather brief and abstract discussion, I have juxtaposed two mod-
els of educational analysis to suggest that theories of resistance represent 
a significant advance over the important but limited theoretical gains of 
reproduction models of schooling. But it is important to emphasize that, 
in spite of more complex modes of analysis, resistance theories are also 
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marred by a number of theoretical flaws. In part, these flaws stem from a 
failure to recognize the degree to which resistance theories themselves are 
indebted to some of the more damaging features of reproduction theory. 
At the same time, however, resistance theories have too readily ignored the 
most valuable insights of reproduction theory and, in doing so, have failed 
to examine and appropriate those aspects of the reproduction model that 
are essential to developing a critical science of education. Furthermore, 
despite their concrete differences, resistance and reproduction approaches 
to education share the failure of recycling and reproducing the dualism 
between agency and structure, a failure that has plagued educational theory 
and practice for decades, while simultaneously representing its greatest chal-
lenge. Consequently, neither position provides the foundation for a theory of 
education that links structures and institutions to human agency and action 
in a dialectical manner.

The basis for overcoming this separation of human agency from structural 
determinants lies in the development of a theory of resistance that both 
questions its own assumptions and critically appropriates those aspects of 
schooling that are accurately presented and analyzed in the reproduction 
model. In other words, the task facing resistance theorists is twofold: first, 
they must structure their own assumptions to develop a more dialectical 
model of schooling and society; and second, they must reconstruct the major 
theories of reproduction in order to abstract from them their most radical 
and emancipatory insights.

The remainder of this essay will first discuss three important theories that 
constitute various dimensions of the reproduction model of schooling: the 
economic-reproductive model, the cultural-reproductive model, and the 
hegemonic-state reproductive model. Since reproduction theorists have been 
the object of considerable criticism elsewhere, I shall focus primarily on the 
strengths of each of these models, and shall only summarize some of the 
general criticisms. Second, I shall look at what I generously call neo-Marxist 
theories of resistance that have recently emerged in the literature on educa-
tion and schooling, examining their theoretical strengths and weaknesses, 
while at the same time analyzing how they are either positively or negatively 
informed by theories of reproduction. Finally, I shall attempt to develop a 
new theory of resistance and shall briefly analyze its implications for a criti-
cal science of schooling.

Schooling and Theories of Reproduction

Economic-Reproductive Model

The political-economy model of reproduction has exercised the strongest 
influence on radical theories of schooling. Developed primarily around the 
work of Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis, it has had a major influence on 
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theories about the hidden curriculum,11 educational policy studies,12 and a 
wide range of ethnographic research.13 At the core of the political-economy 
approach are two fundamentally important questions. The most important 
of these focuses on the relationship between schooling and society and 
asks, How does the educational system function within society? The second 
question points to a related but more concrete concern regarding the is-
sue of how subjectivities actually get constituted in schools, asking, How do 
schools fundamentally influence the ideologies, personalities, and needs of 
students? While theorists who work within this model give different answers, 
they generally agree on the relationship between power and domination, 
on the one hand, and the relationship between schooling and the economy 
on the other.

Power in these accounts is defined and examined primarily in terms of 
its function to mediate and legitimate the relations of dominance and sub-
ordinance in the economic sphere. In this perspective, power becomes the 
property of dominant groups and operates to reproduce class, gender, and 
racial inequalities that function in the interests of the accumulation and 
expansion of capital. This becomes clear in the way economic-reproductive 
theorists analyze the relations between the economy and schooling.

Central to this position is the notion that schools can only be understood 
by analyzing the structural effects of the workplace on them. In Bowles and 
Gintis’s work this notion becomes clear through their reliance on what they 
call the correspondence theory.14 Broadly speaking, the correspondence 
theory posits that the hierarchically structured patterns of values, norms, 
and skills that characterize both the workforce and the dynamics of class 
interaction under capitalism are mirrored in the social dynamics of the daily 
classroom encounter. Through its classroom social relations, schooling func-
tions to inculcate students with the attitudes and dispositions necessary to 
accept the social and economic imperatives of a capitalist economy.

In this view, the underlying experience and relations of schooling are 
animated by the power of capital to provide different skills, attitudes, and 
values to students of different classes, races, and genders. In effect, schools 
mirror not only the social division of labor but also the wider society’s class 
structure. The theoretical construct that illuminates the structural and ideo-
logical connection between the schools and the workplace is the notion of 
the hidden curriculum. This term refers to those classroom social relations 
that embody specific messages which legitimize the particular views of work, 
authority, social rules, and values that sustain capitalist logic and rationality, 
particularly as manifested in the workplace. The power of these messages lies 
in their seemingly universal qualities—qualities that emerge as part of the 
structured silences that permeate all levels of school and classroom relations. 
The social relations that constitute the hidden curriculum provide ideological 
and material weight to questions regarding what counts as high versus low 
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status knowledge (intellectual or manual), high versus low status forms of 
social organization (hierarchical or democratic), and, of course, what counts 
as high versus low status forms of personal interaction (interaction based on 
individual competitiveness or interaction based on collective sharing). The 
nature and meaning of the hidden curriculum is further extended through 
an understanding of how it contributes to the construction of student subjec-
tivities—that is, those conscious and unconscious dimensions of experience 
that inform student behavior. Consideration of this issue leads into the work 
of the French social theorist, Louis Althusser.

Althusser also argues that schools represent an essential and important 
social site for reproducing capitalist relations of production.15 In agreement 
with Bowles and Gintis, he argues that the school carries out two fundamen-
tal forms of reproduction: the reproduction of the skills and rules of labor 
power, and the reproduction of the relations of production.

The reproduction of the skills and rules of labor power is defined within 
the context of the formal curriculum and, in Althusser’s terms, includes the 
kind of “know-how” students need in order to

read, to write and to add—i.e., a number of techniques, and a number of other 
things as well, including elements of “scientific” or “literary culture,” which are 
directly useful in the different jobs in production (one instruction for manual 
workers, another for technicians, a third for engineers, a final one for high man-
agement). . . . Children also learn the rules of good behaviour, i.e., the attitude 
that should be observed by every agent in the division of labor, according to the 
job he is “destined” for: rules of morality, civic and professional conscience, which 
actually means rules of respect for the socio-technical divisions of labour and 
ultimately the rules of the order established by class domination.16

Although both Althusser and Bowles and Gintis acknowledge the role 
that school knowledge plays in the reproductive process, it is not of much 
significance in their analyses. Domination and the reproduction of the work 
force as constitutive elements of the schooling process take place primarily 
“behind the backs” of teachers and students through the hidden curriculum 
of schooling. But it is at this point that these theorists provide important 
and differing explanations. Unlike Bowles and Gintis, who situate the hid-
den curriculum in social relations that are somehow internalized by (read 
imposed on) students, Althusser attempts to explain this “hidden” process 
of socialization through a systematic theory of ideology.

Althusser’s theory of ideology has a dual meaning, which becomes clear 
in his analysis of how ruling-class domination is secured in schools. In its 
first meaning, the theory refers to a set of material practices through which 
teachers and students live out their daily experiences. Ideology has a material 
existence in the rituals, routines, and social practices that both structure and 
mediate the day-to-day workings of schools. This material aspect of ideology 
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is clearly seen, for example, in the architecture of school buildings, with their 
separate rooms, offices, and recreational areas—each positing and reinforc-
ing an aspect of the social division of labor. Space is arranged differently 
for the administrative staff, teachers, secretaries, and students within the 
school building. Further, the ideological nature of the ecology of the school 
is somewhat obvious in the seating arrangements in university halls, or, for 
that matter, in the classrooms of many urban schools.

This material aspect of Althusser’s notion of ideology corresponds some-
what to Bowles and Gintis’s notion of the hidden curriculum in pointing 
to the political nature and use of space, time, and social processes as they 
function within specific insitutional settings. Similarly, it also points to the 
class-specific source and control of power that bears down on ideological 
institutions such as schools—institutions deemed essential, according to 
Althusser, to the production of ideologies and experiences that support the 
dominant society.17

In the second meaning of Althusser’s notion of ideology, the dynamics 
of the reproductive model unfold. In this sense, ideology is completely re-
moved from any notion of intentionality, producing neither consciousness 
nor willing compliance. Instead, it is defined as those systems of meanings, 
representations, and values embedded in concrete practices that structure 
the unconsciousness of students. The effect of such practices and their media-
tions is to induce in teachers and students alike an “imaginary relationship 
. . . to their real conditions of existence.”18 Althusser explains:

It is customary to suggest that ideology belongs to the region of “consciousness”. . . . 
In truth, ideology has very little to do with “consciousness”. . . . It is profoundly 
unconscious, even when it presents itself in a reflected form. Ideology is indeed 
a system of representations, but in the majority of cases these representations 
have nothing to do with “consciousness”: they are usually images and occasion-
ally concepts, but it is above all as structures that they impose on the vast major-
ity of men, not via their “consciousness.” They are perceived-accepted-suffered 
cultural objects and they act functionally on one in a process that escapes them. 
Men “live” their ideologies as the Cartesian “saw” the moon at two hundred paces 
away: not at all as a form of consciousness, but as an object of their “world”—as 
their world itself.19

The economic-reproductive model gains an added dimension in the work 
of Christian Baudelot and Roger Establet.20 Baudelot and Establet also stress 
that the principal function of the school can only be understood in terms of 
the role it plays in the production of labor power, the accumulation of capital, 
and in the reproduction of legitimating ideologies. Once again, schools are 
tied to the engine of domination and reproduction. But in this case, power 
does not collapse into an all-encompassing construct of ideological domina-
tion. Though still tied to the economic-reproductive model, Baudelot and 
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Establet are not willing to dissolve human agency under the heavy hand of 
a one-sided notion of domination. Domination, they claim, does manifest 
itself through the imposition of bourgeois ideology in French schools, but 
the ideology is sometimes opposed and resisted by working-class youths, 
particularly at the compulsory levels of schooling.

Several important but underdeveloped theoretical considerations begin 
to emerge in Baudelot and Establet’s model of reproduction. First, schools 
are not viewed as sites that smoothly socialize working-class students into 
the dominant ideology. Instead, schools are seen as social sites informed 
by conflicting ideologies which are rooted, in part, in the antagonistic class 
relations and structured practices that shape the day-to-day workings of these 
institutions. But if schools are viewed as sites containing oppositional ideolo-
gies, the sources of these ideologies—which fuel student resistance—are to 
be found not only inside but outside the school as well. That is, the basis for 
both critique and resistance on the part of working-class students is partly 
produced through the knowledge and practices made available to them in 
schools, but the primary historical and material basis for such action is located 
in oppositional public spheres that exist outside of such institutions.

The question of the location of the basis of resistance leads to Baudelot 
and Establet’s second major insight. They rightly argue that the source of 
working-class student consciousness cannot be limited to such spheres as the 
workplace and the school. Working-class student social formations—groups 
organized around specific cultural experiences, values, and class, gender, 
and racial relations—with their combination of hegemonic and oppositional 
ideologies, are primarily formed in the family, the neighborhood, and in the 
mass- and class-mediated youth cultures.21 Social classes, in this account, are 
formed not through the primacy of their determined structural relation to 
the work-place, but through culture as well. Aronowitz captures this complex 
dynamic behind the construction of class formations in his comment, “The 
class’s capacity for self-representation is marked by common conditions of 
life, including, but not limited to, a common relation to the ownership and 
control of the means of production. Among other things, classes are . . . 
formed by culture, understood here as modes of discourse, a shared symbolic 
universe, rituals and customs that connote solidarity and distinguish a class 
from others.”22

A third important but underdeveloped insight in Baudelot and Establet’s 
analysis is that ideology is limited neither to the realm of the unconscious 
nor to a configuration of internalized personality traits. As I have mentioned 
elsewhere, Bowles and Gintis as well as Althusser have drawn accounts of 
schooling in which the logic of domination appears to be inscribed without 
the benefit of human mediation or struggle.23 Baudelot and Establet modify 
these positions by giving ideology a more active nature. For them, ideology 
refers to that part of the realm of consciousness that produces and  mediates 
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the contradictory relations of capitalism and school life. Consequently, ide-
ology becomes the locus of contradictory consciousness, informed by and 
containing both dominant and oppositional ideologies. This is evident in 
the contradictory logic exhibited in certain types of resistance. For example, 
some working-class students either resist or reject the notion of book learn-
ing and other forms of literacy in favor of subversive school behavior and 
a celebration of physicality and manual labor. In doing so, these students 
may undermine one of the fundamental ideologies of the school, but they 
do so at the cost of rejecting the possibility for developing modes of critical 
literacy that could be crucial to their own liberation.24

Cultural-Reproductive Model

Theories of cultural reproduction are also concerned with the question of 
how capitalist societies are able to reproduce themselves. Central to these 
theories is a sustained effort to develop a sociology of schooling that links 
culture, class, and domination. The mediating role of culture in reproduc-
ing class societies is given priority over the study of related issues, such as 
the source and consequences of economic inequality. The work of Pierre 
Bourdieu and his colleagues in France represents the most important per-
spective for studying the cultural-reproductive model.25

Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction begins with the notion that 
the logic of domination, whether manifested in schools or in other social 
sites, must be analyzed within a theoretical framework capable of dialectically 
linking human agents and dominant structures. Bourdieu rejects functional-
ist theories that either impute the effects of domination to a single, central 
apparatus or fail to see how the dominated participate in their own oppres-
sion. This rejection becomes clear in Bourdieu’s theory of schooling in which 
he attempts to link the notions of structure and human agency through an 
analysis of the relationships among dominant culture, school knowledge, and 
individual biographies.26 In his attempt to understand the role of culture in 
linking, first, schools to the logic of the dominant classes, and, second, the 
dynamics of capitalist reproduction to the subordinate classes, Bourdieu 
argues against the notion that schools simply mirror the dominant society. 
Instead, he claims that schools are relatively autonomous institutions that 
are influenced only indirectly by more powerful economic and political 
institutions. Rather than being linked directly to the power of an economic 
elite, schools are seen as part of a larger universe of symbolic institutions 
that do not overtly impose docility and oppression, but reproduce existing 
power relations more subtly through the production and distribution of a 
dominant culture that tacitly confirms what it means to be educated.

Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction begins with the assumption 
that class-divided societies and the ideological and material configurations 
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on which they rest are partially mediated and reproduced through what he 
calls “symbolic violence.” That is, class control is constituted through the 
subtle exercise of symbolic power waged by ruling classes in order “to impose 
a definition of the social world that is consistent with its interests.”27 Culture 
becomes the mediating link between ruling-class interests and everyday life. 
It functions to portray the economic and political interests of the dominant 
classes, not as arbitrary and historically contingent, but as necessary and 
natural elements of the social order.

Education is seen as an important social and political force in the process 
of class reproduction. By appearing to be an impartial and neutral “transmit-
ter” of the benefits of a valued culture, schools are able to promote inequality 
in the name of fairness and objectivity. Through this argument Bourdieu 
rejects both the idealist position, which views schools as independent of ex-
ternal forces, and orthodox radical critiques, in which schools merely mirror 
the needs of the economic system. According to Bourdieu, it is precisely the 
relative autonomy of the educational system that “enables it to serve external 
demands under the guise of independence and neutrality, i.e., to conceal the 
social functions it performs and so to perform them more effectively.”28

The notions of culture and cultural capital are central to Bourdieu’s 
analysis of how the mechanisms of cultural reproduction function within 
schools. He argues that the culture transmitted by the school is related to 
the various cultures that make up the wider society in that it confirms the 
culture of the ruling classes while simultaneously disconfirming the cultures 
of other groups. This becomes more understandable through an analysis of 
the notion of cultural capital—the different sets of linguistic and cultural 
competencies that individuals inherit by way of the class-located boundaries 
of their family. A child inherits from his or her family those sets of meanings, 
qualities of style, modes of thinking, and types of dispositions that are as-
signed a certain social value and status in accordance with what the dominant 
classes label as the most valued cultural capital. Schools play a particularly 
important role in legitimating and reproducing dominant cultural capital. 
They tend to legitimize certain forms of knowledge, ways of speaking, and 
ways of relating to the world that capitalize on the type of familiarity and 
skills that only certain students have received from their family backgrounds 
and class relations. Students whose families have only a tenuous connection 
to the dominant cultural capital are at a decided disadvantage. Bourdieu 
sums up this process:

The culture of the elite is so near that of the school that children from the lower 
middle class (and a fortiori from the agricultural and industrial working class) 
can acquire only with great effort something which is given to the children of the 
cultivated classes—style, taste, wit—in short, those aptitudes which seem natural 
in members of the cultivated classes and naturally expected of them precisely 
because (in the ethnological sense) they are the culture of that class.29
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By linking power and culture, Bourdieu provides a number of insights into 
how the hegemonic curriculum works in schools, pointing to the political in-
terests underlying the selection and distribution of those bodies of knowledge 
that are given top priority.30 These bodies of knowledge not only legitimate the 
interests and values of the dominant classes, they also have the effect of mar-
ginalizing or disconfirming other kinds of knowledge, particularly knowledge 
important to feminists, the working class, and minority groups. For example, 
working-class students often find themselves subjected to a school curriculum in 
which the distinction between high-status and low-status knowledge is organized 
around the difference between theoretical and practical subjects. Courses that 
deal with practical subjects, whether they be industrial arts or culinary arts, are 
seen as marginal and inferior. In this case, working-class knowledge and culture 
are often placed in competition with what the school legitimates as dominant 
culture and knowledge. In the end, working-class knowledge and culture are 
seen not as different and equal, but as different and inferior. It is important 
to note that high-status knowledge often corresponds to bodies of knowledge 
that provide a stepping stone to professional careers via higher education. 
Such knowledge embodies the cultural capital of the middle and upper classes 
and presupposes a certain familiarity with the linguistic and social practices it 
supports. Needless to say, such knowledge is not only more accessible to the 
upper classes, but also functions to confirm and legitimate their privileged 
positions in schools. Thus, the importance of the hegemonic curriculum lies 
in both what it includes—with its emphasis on Western history, science, and 
so forth—and what it excludes—feminist history, black studies, labor history, 
critical courses in the arts, and other forms of knowledge important to the 
working class and other subordinate groups.31

Thus, schools legitimize the dominant cultural capital through the hierar-
chically arranged bodies of school knowledge in the hegemonic curriculum, 
and by rewarding students who use the linguistic style of the ruling class. 
Certain linguistic styles, along with the body postures and the social relations 
they reinforce (lowered voice, disinterested tone, non-tactile interaction), 
act as identifiable forms of cultural capital that either reveal or betray a 
student’s social background. In effect, certain linguistic practices and modes 
of discourse become privileged by being treated as natural to the gifted, 
when in fact they are the speech habits of dominant classes and thus serve 
to perpetuate cultural privileges.

Class and power connect with the production of dominant cultural capital 
not only in the structure and evaluation of the school curriculum but also in 
the dispositions of the oppressed themselves, who sometimes actively partici-
pate in their own subjugation. This point is central to Bourdieu’s theory of 
cultural reproduction and can be examined more closely through a discussion 
of his notions of habitat (positions) and habitus (dispositions).32
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In Bourdieu’s most recent writings, he examines the relationship between 
action and structure through forms of historical action that bring together 
two histories. The first is the habitat, or objectified history, “the history which 
has accumulated over the passage of time in things, machines, buildings, 
monuments, books, theories, customs, law, etc.”33 The second refers to the 
embodied history of the habitus, and points to a set of internalized competencies 
and structured needs, an internalized style of knowing and relating to the 
world that is grounded in the body itself. Habitus, then, becomes a “matrix 
of perceptions, appreciations and actions,”34 “a system of durably acquired 
schemes of perception, thought and action, engendered by objective condi-
tions but tending to persist even after an alteration of those conditions.”35 The 
habitus is a product of both socialization and embodied history, and differs 
for various dominant and subordinant groups within society. As principles 
inscribed deeply within the needs and dispositions of the body, the habitus 
becomes a powerful force in organizing an individual’s experience and is the 
central category in situating human agency within practical activity.

It is in the dialectical relationship between institutions as objectified history 
and the habitus or dispositions of different classes that Bourdieu attempts 
to fashion a theory of domination and learning. Bourdieu explains the pro-
cess of domination by arguing that it is often forged through a correlation 
between a certain disposition (habitus) and the expectations and interests 
embedded in the position of specific institutions (habitat). Thus, it is in this 
correspondence between the tacitly inscribed values and ideologies that make 
up the individual’s disposition and the norms and ideologies embedded in 
the positions characterizing institutions such as schools that the dynamics 
of domination become manifest. Furthermore, for Bourdieu the notions of 
habitus and habitat reveal how domination is forged in a logic that draws 
together those corresponding ideologies and practices that constitute both 
agents and structures. “The dispositions inculcated by a childhood experience 
of the social world which, in certain historical conditions, can predispose 
young workers to accept and even wish for entry into a world of manual labor 
which they identify with the adult world, are reinforced by work experience 
itself and by all the consequent changes in their dispositions.”36

The importance of the notion of habitus to a theory of schooling becomes 
evident in the expanded theory of learning that it suggests. Bourdieu argues 
that individuals from different social groups and classes undergo processes 
of socialization that are not only intellectual but also emotional, sensory, 
and physical. Learning, in this case, is actively situated in the practical activ-
ity of the body, senses, and emotions. It is organized around class-specific 
cultural practices that inscribe their messages beyond consciousness, in the 
materiality of the body and the values and dispositions it signifies. Bourdieu 
explains:
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The principles embodied in [the habitus] . . . are placed beyond the grasp of 
consciousness, and hence cannot be touched by voluntary deliberate transforma-
tion, cannot even be made explicit; nothing seems more ineffable, more incom-
municable, more inimitable, and, therefore, more precious, than the values given 
body, made body by the transubstantiation achieved by the hidden persuasion of an 
implicit pedagogy, capable of instilling a whole cosmology, an ethic, a metaphysic, 
a political philosophy, through injunctions as insignificant as “stand up straight” 
as “don’t hold your knife in your left hand.”37

Bourdieu’s work is significant in that it provides a theoretical model for 
understanding aspects of schooling and social control that have been virtu-
ally ignored in conservative and liberal accounts. Its politicization of school 
knowledge, culture, and linguistic practices formulates a new discourse for 
examining ideologies embedded in the formal school curriculum. Similarly, 
Bourdieu adds a new dimension to analyses of the hidden curriculum by 
focusing on the importance of the body as an object of learning and social 
control.38 In effect, what emerges in this account are the theoretical rudi-
ments of a cultural-reproductive model that attempts to take seriously the 
notions of history, sociology, and psychology.

Yet, Bourdieu’s work is not without some serious theoretical flaws. The 
most glaring flaws concern the mechanistic notions of power and domination 
and the overly determined view of human agency that characterizes much 
of this work. For example, Bourdieu’s formulation of the notion of habitus 
is based on a theory of social control and depth psychology that appears to 
be fashioned almost exclusively in the logic of domination. The following 
comment by Bourdieu is representative of this position.

The uses of the body, of languages, and of time are all privileged objects of social 
control: innumerable elements of explicit education—not to mention practical, 
mimetic transmission—relate to uses of the body (“sit up straight,” “don’t touch”) 
or uses of language (“say this” or “don’t say that”). Through bodily and linguistic 
discipline . . . the choices constituting a certain relation to the world are internal-
ized in the form of durable patternings not accessible to consciousness nor even, 
in part, amenable to will. Politeness contains a politics, a practical immediate 
recognition of social classifications and of hierarchies between the sexes, the 
generations, the classes, etc.39

Unfortunately, where the conceptual possibility for resistance does appear 
in Bourdieu’s work—that is, in the mismatch between one’s habitus and the 
position one occupies—the foundation for such action rests not on a no-
tion of reflexivity or critical self-consciousness, but on the incompatability 
between two structures—the historical structure of the disposition and the 
historical structure embodied in the institution. Thus, resistance becomes 
the outcome of a conflict between two formalistic structures, one situated in 
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the realm of the unconscious and the other situated in the social practices 
that make up institutions such as schools. The result is that the power of 
reflexive thought and historical agency are relegated to a minor theoretical 
detail in Bourdieu’s theory of change.

Another theoretical flaw in Bourdieu’s work is that culture represents a 
somewhat one-way process of domination. As a result, his theory suggests 
falsely that working-class cultural forms and knowledge are homogeneous 
and merely a pale reflection of dominant cultural capital. Working-class 
cultural production and its relation to cultural reproduction through the 
complex dynamics of resistance, incorporation, and accommodation are 
not acknowledged by Bourdieu. The collapse of culture and class into the 
processes of cultural reproduction raises a number of significant problems. 
First, such a portrayal eliminates conflict both within and between different 
classes, resulting in the loss of such notions as struggle, diversity, and human 
agency in a somewhat reductionist view of human nature and history. Sec-
ond, by reducing classes to homogeneous groups whose only differences are 
based on whether they exercise or respond to power, Bourdieu provides no 
theoretical opportunity to unravel how cultural domination and resistance 
are mediated through the complex interface of race, gender, and class. 
What is missing from Bourdieu’s work is the notion that culture is both a 
structuring and transforming process. David Davies captures this dynamic in 
his comment: “Culture refers paradoxically to conservative adaptation and 
lived subordination of classes and to opposition, resistance, and creative 
struggle for change.40

Bourdieu’s analyses of schooling also suffer from a one-sided treatment 
of ideology.41 While it is useful to argue, as Bourdieu does, that dominant 
ideologies are transmitted by schools and actively incorporated by students, 
it is equally important to remember that ideologies are also imposed on 
students, who occasionally view them as contrary to their own interests and 
either resist them openly or conform to them under pressure from school 
authorities. In other words, dominant ideologies are not just transmitted 
in schools nor are they practiced in a void. On the contrary, they are often 
met with resistance by teachers, students, and parents. Furthermore, it is 
reasonable to argue that in order to be successful, schools have to repress the 
production of counter-ideologies. Roger Dale illuminates this process in his 
discussion of how hegemony functions in schools, writing that “hegemony is 
not so much about winning approval for the status quo. . . . Rather what seems 
to be involved is the prevention of rejection, opposition or alternatives to 
the status quo through denying the use of the school for such purposes.”42 
Similarly, it must be noted that schools are not simply static institutions that 
reproduce the dominant ideology; they are active agents in its construction as 
well. This is aptly portrayed in an ethnographic study of ruling class schools 
conducted by Robert Connell and his colleagues. They write:
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The school generates practices by which the class is renewed, integrated and 
reconstituted in the face of changes in its own composition and in the general 
social circumstances in which it tries to survive and prosper. (This is an embracing 
practice, ranging from the school fete, Saturday sport and week-night dinners with 
parents, to the organization of a marriage market—e.g., inter-school dances—and 
informal networks in business and the professions, to the regulation of class mem-
bership, updating of ideology, and subordination of particular interests to those 
of class as a whole.) The ruling-class school is no mere agent of the class; it is an 
important and active part of it. In short, it is organic to its class. Bourdieu wrote 
a famous essay about the “school as conserver”; we would suggest an equal stress 
should be laid on the school as constructor.43

By failing to develop a theory of ideology that speaks to the way in which 
human beings dialectically create, resist, and accommodate themselves to 
dominant ideologies, Bourdieu excludes the active nature of both domi-
nation and resistance. In spite of his claims, it is important to argue that 
schools do not simply usurp the cultural capital of working-class families 
and neighborhoods. Complex relations develop between the schools and 
working-class families and they need to be analyzed in terms of the conflicts 
and struggles that inform them. This point is highlighted in an ethnographic 
study by R. Timothy Sieber that chronicles the history of a power struggle 
over an elementary school in New York City.44

This study reinforces one aspect of Bourdieu’s analysis in revealing that 
middle-class students, with their respective cultural competencies and experi-
ences, were accorded specific academic privileges and freedoms denied to 
working-class and Puerto Rican students in the same school. But the more 
interesting aspect of Sieber’s study indicates that the “privileged standing” 
and educational benefits provided to middle-class students were the outcome 
of a long struggle between the middle-class segment of the community and 
its predominantly working-class residents. The predominance of middle-class 
culture in this school was the outcome of a political struggle, and contrary to 
Bourdieu’s position, was actively and systematically developed “both inside 
and outside of the school” by middle-class parents.45

Finally, there is a serious flaw in Bourdieu’s work regarding his unwilling-
ness to link the notion of domination with the materiality of economic forces. 
There is no insight in Bourdieu’s analyses regarding how the economic sys-
tem, with its asymmetrical relations of power, produces concrete constraints 
on working-class students. Michel Foucault’s notion that power works on the 
body, the family, sexuality, and the nature of learning itself serves to remind 
us that the relations of power weigh down on more than just the mind.46 In 
other words, the constraints of power are not exhausted within the concept 
of symbolic violence. Domination as an objective, concrete instance can-
not be ignored in any discussion of schooling. For instance, the privileged 
classes have a relationship to time that enables them to make long-term plans 
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regarding their futures. In contrast, the children of the dispossessed, espe-
cially those who are in higher education, often are burdened by economic 
constraints that lock them into the present and limit their goals to short-term 
plans. Time is a privation, not a possession, for most working-class students.47 
It is the economic dimension that often plays a crucial role in the decision 
over whether a working-class student can go to school full or part time, or 
in some cases can afford to go at all, just as the economic issue is often the 
determining factor in deciding whether or not a student will have to work 
part time while attending school. Bourdieu appears to have forgotten that 
domination has to be grounded in something other than mere ideology, that 
it also has a material foundation. This is no small matter, because it points 
to a major gap in Bourdieu’s reasoning regarding working-class failure. The 
internalization of dominant ideology is not the only force that motivates 
working-class students or secures their failure. Their behaviors, failures, and 
choices are also grounded in material conditions.

As a result of Bourdieu’s one-sided emphasis on ruling-class domination 
and its attendant cultural practices, it becomes clear that both the concept 
of capital as well as the notion of class are treated as static categories. In 
my view, class involves a notion of social relations that are in opposition to 
each other. It refers to the shifting relations of domination and resistance 
and to capital and its institutions as they constantly regroup and attempt to 
reconstruct the logic of domination and incorporation. These oppositions 
are missing from Bourdieu’s analyses.48 What we are left with is a theory of 
reproduction that displays little faith in subordinate classes and groups and 
little hope in their ability or willingness to reconstruct the conditions under 
which they live, work, and learn. Consequently, most reproduction theories 
informed by Bourdieu’s notion of domination ultimately fail to provide the 
comprehensive theoretical elements needed for a radical pedagogy.

Hegemonic-State Reproductive Model

Recently Marxist theorists have argued that understanding the role of the 
State is central to any analysis of how domination operates.49 Thus, a major 
concern now among a number of educational theorists focuses on the com-
plex role of state intervention in the educational system.50 These theorists 
believe that educational change cannot be understood by looking only at 
capital’s domination of the labor process or the way capitalist domination 
is reproduced through culture. Neither of these explanations, they claim, 
has given adequate attention to the underlying structural determinants of 
inequality that characterize the advanced industrial countries of the West. 
They argue that such accounts display little understanding of how political 
factors lead to State interventionist policies that serve to structure and shape 
the reproductive functions of education.
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In spite of the agreement among reproductive theorists about the impor-
tance of the State, there are significant differences among them as to what the 
State actually is, how it works, and what the precise relationship is between 
the State and capital, on the one hand, and the State and education on the 
other. Michael Apple captures the complexity of this issue in his review of 
some of the major questions with which theorists of the State are currently 
grappling. He writes:

Does the state only serve the interests of capital or is it more complex than 
that? Is the State instead an arena of class conflict and a site where hegemony 
must be worked for, not a foregone conclusion where it is simply imposed? Are 
schools—as important sites of the State—simply “ideological state apparatuses” 
(to quote Althusser), ones whose primary role is to reproduce the ideological and 
“manpower” requirements of the social relations of production? Or, do they also 
embody contradictory tendencies and provide sites where ideological struggles 
within and among classes, races, and sexes can and do occur?51

It is not my intent to unravel how different theorists of the State deal with 
these issues. Instead, I will focus on two major themes. First, I will explore 
some of the dynamics that characterize the relationship between the State 
and capitalism. Second, I will explore some of the underlying dynamics at 
work in the relationship between the State and schooling.

The State and capitalism. One of the major assumptions in Marxist accounts 
regarding the relationship between the State and capitalism has been de-
veloped around the work of the late Italian theorist, Antonio Gramsci.52 For 
Gramsci, any discussion about the State had to begin with the reality of class 
relations and the exercise of hegemony by the dominant classes. Gramsci’s 
dialectical formulation of hegemony as an ever-changing combination of 
force and consent provides the basis for analyzing the nature of the State 
in capitalist society.

Hegemony, in Gramsci’s terms, appears to have two meanings. First, it 
refers to a process of domination whereby a ruling class exercises control 
through its intellectual and moral leadership over allied classes.53 In other 
words, an alliance is formed among ruling classes as a result of the power 
and “ability of one class to articulate the interest of other social groups to its 
own.”54 Hegemony in this instance signifies, first, a pedagogic and politically 
transformative process whereby the dominant class articulates the common 
elements embedded in the world views of allied groups. Second, hegemony 
refers to the dual use of force and ideology to reproduce societal relations 
between dominant classes and subordinate groups. Gramsci strongly empha-
sizes the role of ideology as an active force used by dominant classes to shape 
and incorporate the commonsense views, needs, and interests of subordinate 
groups. This is an important issue. Hegemony in this account represents 
more than the exercise of coercion: it is a process of continuous creation 
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and includes the constant structuring of consciousness as well as a battle for 
the control of consciousness. The production of knowledge is linked to the 
political sphere and becomes a central element in the State’s construction 
of power. The primary issue for Gramsci centers around demonstrating how 
the State can be defined, in part, by referring to its active involvement as a 
repressive and cultural (educative) apparatus.

This brings us directly to Gramsci’s definition of the State. Rejecting or-
thodox Marxist formulations of the State as merely the repressive tool of the 
dominant classes, Gramsci divides the State into two specific realms: political 
society and civil society. Political society refers to the state apparatuses of 
administration, law, and other coercive institutions whose primary, though 
not exclusive, function is based on the logic of force and repression. Civil 
society refers to those private and public institutions that rely upon meanings, 
symbols, and ideas to universalize ruling-class ideologies, while simultaneously 
shaping and limiting oppositional discourse and practice.

Two issues need to be stressed in conjunction with Gramsci’s view of the 
State. All state apparatuses have coercive and consensual functions; it is the 
dominance of one function over the other that gives the apparatuses of either 
political or civil society their defining characteristic. Furthermore, as a mode 
of ideological control, hegemony—whether it takes place in the schools, the 
mass media, or the trade unions—must be fought for constantly in order to 
be maintained. It is not something “that simply consists of the projection of 
the ideas of the dominant classes into the heads of the subordinate classes.”55 
The footing on which hegemony moves and functions has to shift ground in 
order to accommodate the changing nature of historical circumstances and 
the complex demands and critical actions of human beings. This view of the 
function of the State redefines class rule and the complex use of power. Power 
as used here is both a positive and a negative force. It functions negatively 
in the repressive and ideological apparatuses of the government and civil 
society to reproduce the relations of domination. It functions positively as 
a feature of active opposition and struggle, the terrain on which men and 
women question, act, and refuse to be incorporated into the logic of capital 
and its institutions.

In short, Gramsci provides a definition of the State that links power and 
culture to the traditional Marxist emphasis on the repressive aspects of the 
State. Gramsci is rather succinct on this issue: “The state is the entire com-
plex of practical and theoretical activities with which the ruling class not 
only justifies and maintains its dominance, but manages to win the active 
consent of those over whom it rules.”56

Gramsci’s writings are crucial to an understanding of the meaning and 
workings of the State and have influenced a wide range of Marxist writers 
who argue that “all state formations under capitalism articulate class power.”57 
The crucial starting point for many of these theorists is a sustained attack on 
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the liberal assumption that the State is a neutral, administrative structure 
that operates in the interests of the general will. This attack generally takes 
the form of an historical critique that rejects the liberal notion of the State 
as a naturally evolving structure of human progress which stands above class 
and sectional interests. Marxist critics have argued in different ways that the 
State is a specific set of social relations linked historically to the conditions of 
capitalist production. In effect, the State is an organization, an embodiment 
of a changing pattern of class relations organized around the dynamics of 
class struggle, domination, and contestation. Furthermore, as a set of rela-
tions organized around class divisions, the State expresses ideological and 
economic interests through repressive as well as legitimating institutions. 
“The State is not a structure, it is an organization; or better, it is a complex 
of social forms organized so that it inflects all relations and ideas about 
relations in such a way that capitalist production, and all it entails, becomes 
thought of as lived and natural.”58

This leads to a related and important issue concerning the defining fea-
tures of the State’s operation. Theorists such as Nicos Poulantzas have rightly 
argued that the State and its various agencies, including public schools, can-
not be seen merely as tools manipulated at will by the ruling classes.59 On 
the contrary, as the concrete representation of class relations, the State is 
constituted through continuing conflicts and contradictions, which, it can 
be argued, take two primary forms. First, there are conflicts among differ-
ent factions of the ruling class, who often represent varied and competing 
approaches to social control and capital accumulation. But it is important 
to note that the relative autonomy of the State, secured partly through the 
existence of competing dominant classes, often tends to obscure what various 
factions of the ruling class have in common. That is, the State’s short-term 
policies are firmly committed to maintaining the underlying economic and 
ideological structures of capitalist society. Thus, behind the discourse of 
diverging political, sectional, and social interests, there is the underlying 
grammar of class domination and structured inequality. Dominant classes 
may battle over the size of the military budget, monetary cutbacks in social 
services, and the nature of the tax structure, but they do not challenge basic 
capitalist production relations.

The definitive feature of the relative autonomy of the State is to be found, 
then, not in its chorus of oppositional discourses, but in its structured silences 
regarding the underlying basis of capitalist society. Moreover, the State is 
defined less by the interest of any one dominant group than by the specific 
set of social relations it mediates and sustains. Claus Offe and Volker Ronge 
summarize this position well: “What the State protects and sanctions is a set 
of rules and social relations which are presupposed by the class rule of the 
capitalist class. The State does not defend the interests of one class but the 
common interests of all members of a capitalist society.”60
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The second defining feature of the State centers around the relationship 
between the dominant and dominated classes. The State is not only an object 
of struggle among members of the ruling class, it is also a defining force in 
the production of conflict and struggle between the ruling class and other 
subordinate groups. The underlying logic of State formation is situated in the 
State’s dual role of performing the often contradictory tasks of establishing 
the conditions for the accumulation of capital, on the one hand, and the 
ideological task of moral regulation on the other. In other words, the State 
has the task of meeting the basic needs of capital by providing, for instance, 
the necessary flow of workers, knowledge, skills, and values for the reproduc-
tion of labor power.61 But at the same time, the State has the task of winning 
the consent of the dominated classes, which it attempts by legitimating the 
social relations and values that structure the capital accumulation process 
either through remaining silent about the class interests that benefit from 
such relations, or through marginalizing or disqualifying any serious critique 
or alternative to them. Furthermore, the State attempts to win the consent 
of the working class for its policies by making an appeal to three types of 
specific outcomes—economic (social mobility), ideological (democratic 
rights), and psychological (happiness). Philip Corrigan and his colleagues 
point to this issue in their argument:

We stress that the State is constructed and fought over. Central to this is a two 
fold set of historical practices: (i) the constant “rewriting” of history to naturalize 
what has been, in fact, an extremely changeable set of State relations, to claim 
that there is, and has always been, one “optimal institutional structure” which 
is what “any” civilization needs; and (ii) to marginalize (disrupt, deny, destroy, 
dilute, “help”) all alternative forms of State, particularly any which announces 
any form of organization that established difference at the level of the national 
social formation (or crime of all crimes!, that established any form of international 
solidarity along class lines).62

The contradictions that arise out of the differences between the reality 
and the promise of capitalist social relations are evident in a number of 
instances, some of which directly involve schooling. For example, schools 
often promote an ideology of social mobility that is at odds with high lev-
els of unemployment and the overabundance of highly qualified workers. 
Furthermore, the ideology of the work ethic is often contradicted by the 
increasing number of routinized and alienating jobs. In addition, capitalism’s 
appeal to the satisfaction of higher needs often rests on an image of leisure, 
beauty, and happiness, the fulfillment of which lies beyond the capabilities 
of the existing society.

What emerges from this analysis of the relationship between the State and 
the economy are a number of crucial issues that have a significant bearing 
on educational policy and practice. First, it is rightly claimed that the State is 
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neither the instrument of any one dominant class faction nor simply a pale 
reflection of the needs of the economic system. Second, the State is accurately 
portrayed as a site marked by ongoing conflicts among and between various 
class, gender, and racial groups. Third, the State is not merely an expression 
of class struggle, it is primarily an organization that actively defends capitalist 
society through repressive as well as ideological means. Finally, in its capacity 
as an ideological and repressive apparatus, the State limits and channels the 
responses that schools can make to the ideology, culture, and practices that 
characterize the dominant society. The following section contains a more 
detailed examination of these issues.

The State and schooling. In order to adequately investigate the relation-
ship between the State and schooling, two questions need to be posed and 
analyzed. How does the State exercise control over schools in terms of its 
economic, ideological, and repressive functions? How does the school func-
tion not only to further the interests of the State and the dominant classes 
but also to contradict and resist the logic of capital?

As part of the state apparatus, schools and universities play a major role in 
furthering the economic interests of the dominant classes. Several theorists 
have argued that schools are actively involved in establishing the conditions 
for capital accumulation, and they point specifically to a number of instances 
in which the State intervenes to influence this process.63 For example, through 
state-established certification requirements, educational systems are heavily 
weighted toward a highly technocratic rationality that relies upon a logic drawn 
primarily from the natural sciences. The effects can be seen in the distinction 
schools at all levels make between high-status knowledge—usually the “hard 
sciences”—and low-status knowledge—subjects in the humanities. This bias 
also puts pressures on schools to utilize methods of inquiry and evaluation that 
stress efficiency, prediction, and the logic of the mathematical formula. The 
extent of State intervention is obvious in the favorable political orientation 
exercised through small- and large-scale government funding for educational 
research programs. Apple, for instance, illuminates this point:

The state will take on the large initial cost of basic research and development. It 
then “transfers” the fruits of it back to the “private sector” once it becomes profit-
able. The state’s role in capital accumulation is very evident in its subsidization 
of the production of technical/administrative knowledge. . . . Like the economy, 
examples of this pattern of intervention are becoming more visible. They include 
the emphasis on competency-based education, systems management, career edu-
cation, futurism (often a code word for manpower planning), continued major 
funding for mathematics and science curriculum development (when compared 
to the arts), national testing programs. . . . All of these and more signal the some-
times subtle and sometimes quite overt role of state intervention into schooling to 
attempt to maximize efficient production of both the agents and the knowledge 
required by an unequal economy.64
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The rationality that supports state intervention into schools also influences 
the development of curricula and classroom social relations the success of 
which is often measured against how well they “equip” different groups of 
students with the knowledge and skills they will need to perform produc-
tively in the workplace. Moreover, beneath the production of this type of 
curriculum and socialization there is the brute reality that schools function 
partly to keep students out of the labor force. As Dale points out, “schools 
keep children off the streets, and insure that for a large part of most days in 
the year they cannot engage in activities which might disrupt a social context 
amenable to capital accumulation but are exposed to attempts to socialize 
them into ways compatible with the maintenance of that context.”65

State intervention is also manifested in the way policy is formulated outside 
of the control of teachers and parents. The economic interest underlying 
such policy is present not only in the rationality of control, planning, and 
other bureaucratic emphases on rule-following but also in the way in which 
the State funds programs to handle what Apple calls “negative outcomes” 
in the accumulation process.

By defining large groups of children as deviant (slow learners, remedial problems, 
discipline problems, etc.), and giving funding and legislative support for special 
teachers and for “diagnosis” and for “treatment” the state will fund extensive 
remedial projects. While these projects seem neutral, helpful, and may seem 
aimed at increasing mobility, they will actually defuse the debate over the role of 
schooling in the reproduction of the knowledge and people “required” by society. 
It will do this in part by defining the ultimate causes of such deviance as within the 
child or his or her culture and not due to, say, poverty, the conflicts and disparities 
generated by the historically evolving cultural and economic hierarchies of the 
society, etc. This will be hidden from us as well by our assumption that schools are 
primarily organized as distribution agencies, instead of, at least in part, important 
agencies in the accumulation process.66

One of the major questions pursued by educational theorists studying the 
State focuses on the relationship between power and knowledge—specifically, 
how the State “exercises and imposes its power through the production of 
‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ about education.”67 Poulantzas, for example, argues 
that the production of dominant ideologies in the schools is to be found not 
only in the high-status knowledge and social relations sanctioned by the State 
bureaucracy but, more importantly, in the reproduction of the mental-manual 
division. The State appropriates, trains, and legitimates “intellectuals” who 
serve as experts in the production and conception of school knowledge, and 
who ultimately function to separate knowledge from both manual work and 
pop ular consumption. Behind this facade of credentialized expertise and pro-
fessionalism lies a major feature of dominant ideology—the separation of 
knowledge from power. Poulantzas states, “The knowledge-power relationship 
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finds expression in particular techniques of the exercise of power—exact 
devices inscribed in the texture of the State whereby the popular masses are 
permanently kept at a distance from the centres of decision making. These 
comprise a series of rituals and styles of speech, as well as structural modes 
of formulating and tackling problems that monopolise knowledge in such 
a way that the popular masses are effectively excluded.”68

This separation becomes more pronounced in the special status that state 
certification programs and schools give to curriculum “experts”; the underlying 
logic of this status suggests that teachers should implement rather than con-
ceptualize and develop curriculum approaches. The knowledge-power relation 
also finds expression in the active production and distribution of knowledge 
itself. For instance, one of the main roles of the schools is to valorize mental 
labor and disqualify manual labor. This division finds its highest representation 
in forms of tracking, classroom social relations, and other aspects of school 
legitimation that function to exclude and devalue  working-class history and 
culture. Furthermore, this division between mental and manual labor under-
lies the school’s socializing process which prepares working-class and other 
students for their respective places in the work force.

Schools, of course, do more than mediate the logic of domination, and 
this can be seen in the contradictions that emerge around the ideology of 
democratic rights often reproduced in the school curriculum. Schools play 
an active role in legitimating the view that politics and power are primarily 
defined around the issues of individual rights and through the dynamics of 
the electoral process. Central to this liberal ideology of democratic rights 
are assumptions that define the political sphere and the role of the State in 
that sphere. The importance of this ideology as a contradictory part of the 
hegemonic curriculum cannot be overstated. On the one hand, it functions 
to separate the issues of politics and democracy from the economic sphere 
and to displace the notion of conflict from its class-specific social context to 
the terrain of individual rights and struggle. On the other hand, there is a 
certain counter-logic in democratic liberal ideology that provides the basis 
for resistance and conflict. That is, liberal democratic ideology contains 
concerns for human rights that are often at odds with capitalist rationality, 
its ethos of commodity fetish, and its drive for profits.

Finally, it must be remembered that the most direct intervention exer-
cised by the State is constituted by law. Though impossible to discuss here 
in detail, this intervention often takes forms which link schools to the logic 
of repression rather than ideological domination. One instance of this 
linkage is that the foundation of school policy is sometimes established in 
the courts, such as the push towards racial integration of public schooling. 
Another instance is that school attendance is established through the rule 
of law and provides the “legal” cement that brings students into the schools. 
Relatedly, it is the courts, the police, and other state agencies that attempt 
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to enforce involuntary school attendance. Of course, involuntary school 
attendance does not guarantee student obedience, and in some respects 
becomes a major issue promoting student resistance, a fact often forgotten 
by resistance theorists.

In conclusion, it must be emphasized that theories of the State perform 
a theoretical service by adding to our understanding of how the processes 
of social and cultural reproduction function in the political sphere. They 
rightly draw our attention to the importance of the relative autonomy of 
the State and its apparatuses (such as schools), the contradictory character 
of the State, and the economic, ideological, and repressive pressures the 
State exerts on schooling. But it must be acknowledged that, as part of a 
wider theory of reproduction, hegemonic-state accounts exhibit some major 
theoretical failings. First, theories of the State focus primarily on macro and 
structural issues, resulting in a mode of analysis that points to contradictions 
and struggle, but says little about how human agency works through such 
conflicts at the level of everyday life and concrete school relations. A second 
failing is that some theories of the State display little understanding of cul-
ture as a relatively autonomous realm with its own inherent counter-logic. 
For instance, Poulantzas’s heavy-handed notion of the school as merely an 
ideological state apparatus provides no theoretical space for investigating 
the emergence and dynamics of student counter-cultures as they develop in 
the interplay of concrete, antagonistic school relations.69 Culture is, however, 
both the subject and object of resistance; the driving force of culture is con-
tained not only in how it functions to dominate subordinate groups, but also 
in the way in which oppressed groups draw from their own cultural capital 
and set of experiences to develop an oppositional logic. Despite theoretical 
lip service to the contrary, this dialectical view of culture is often subsumed 
within a view of power that leans too heavily on the logic of domination in 
defining culture simply as an object of resistance rather than its source. In order 
to obtain a more concrete view of the dynamics of resistance and struggle 
as they inform subordinate school cultures operating under the ideological 
and material constraints partly constructed by the State, it is necessary to 
turn to theories of resistance.

Schooling and Theories of Resistance

The concept of resistance is relatively new in educational theory. The reasons 
behind this theoretical neglect can be traced partly to the failings of both 
conservative and radical approaches to schooling. Conservative educators 
analyzed oppositional behavior primarily through psychological categories 
that served to define such behavior not only as deviant, but more impor-
tantly, as disruptive and inferior—a failing on the part of the individuals and 
social groups that exhibited it. Radical educators, on the other hand, have 
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generally ignored the internal workings of the school and have tended to 
treat schools as “black boxes.” Beneath a discourse primarily concerned with 
the notions of domination, class conflict, and hegemony, there has been a 
structured silence regarding how teachers, students, and others live out their 
daily lives in schools. Consequently, there has been an overemphasis on how 
structural determinants promote economic and cultural inequality, and an 
underemphasis on how human agency accommodates, mediates, and resists 
the logic of capital and its dominating social practices.

More recently, a number of educational studies have emerged that at-
tempt to move beyond the important but somewhat limited theoretical 
gains of reproduction theory. Taking the concepts of conflict and resistance 
as starting points for their analyses, these accounts have sought to redefine 
the importance of mediation, power, and culture in understanding the 
complex relations between schools and the dominant society. Consequently, 
the work of a number of theorists has been instrumental in providing a rich 
body of detailed literature that integrates neo-Marxist social theory with 
ethnographic studies in order to illuminate the dynamics of accommodation 
and resistance as they work through countercultural groups both inside and 
outside schools.70

Resistance, in these accounts, represents a significant critique of school as 
an institution and points to social activities and practices whose meanings are 
ultimately political and cultural. In contrast to a vast amount of ethnographic 
literature on schooling in both the United States and England, neo-Marxist 
resistance theories have not sacrificed theoretical depth for methodologi-
cal refinement.71 That is, recent neo-Marxist studies have not followed the 
method of merely providing overly-exhaustive descriptive analyses of the 
internal workings of the school. Instead, they have attempted to analyze how 
determinant socioeconomic structures embedded in the dominant society 
work through the mediations of class and culture to shape the antagonistic 
experiences of students’ everyday lives. Rejecting the functionalism inherent 
in both conservative and radical versions of educational theory, neo-Marx-
ist accounts have analyzed curricula as a complex discourse that not only 
serves the interests of domination but also contains aspects which provide 
emancipatory possibilities.

The attempt to link social structures and human agency in order to explore 
the way they interact in a dialectical manner represents a significant advance 
in educational theory. Of course, neo-Marxist resistance theories are also beset 
with problems, and I will mention some of the more outstanding ones here. 
Their singular achievement is the primary importance they allot to critical 
theory and human agency as the basic categories to be used in analyzing the 
daily experiences that constitute the internal workings of the school.

Central to theories of resistance is an emphasis on the tensions and con-
flicts that mediate relationships among home, school, and workplace. For 
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example, Willis demonstrates in his study of the “lads”—a group of working 
class males who constitute the “counterculture” in an English secondary 
school—that much of their opposition to the labels, meanings, and values of 
the official and hidden curriculum is informed by an ideology of resistance, 
the roots of which are in the shop-floor cultures occupied by their family 
members and other members of their class.72 The most powerful example 
of this mode of resistance is exhibited by the lads in their rejection of the 
primacy of mental over manual labor. Not only do the lads reject the al-
leged superiority of mental labor, they also reject its underlying ideology 
that respect and obedience will be exchanged for knowledge and success. 
The lads oppose this ideology because the counter-logic embodied in the 
families, workplaces, and street life that make up their culture points to a 
different and more convincing reality. Thus, one major contribution that 
has emerged from resistance studies is the insight that the mechanisms of 
reproduction are never complete and are always faced with partially realized 
elements of opposition.

Furthermore, this work points to a dialectical model of domination, one 
that offers valuable alternatives to many of the radical models of reproduction 
analyzed previously. Instead of seeing domination as simply the by-product of 
external forces—for example, capital or the State—resistance theorists have 
developed a notion of reproduction in which working-class subordination 
is viewed not only as a result of the structural and ideological constraints 
embedded in capitalist social relationships, but also as part of the process 
of self-formation within the working class itself.

One key issue posed by this notion of domination is the question, How 
does the logic that promotes varied forms of resistance become implicated 
in the logic of reproduction? For example, theories of resistance have at-
tempted to demonstrate how students who actively reject school culture 
often display a deeper logic and view of the world that confirms rather than 
challenges existing capitalist social relations. Two illustrations demonstrate 
this point. Willis’s lads rejected the primacy of mental labor and its ethos of 
individual appropriation, but in doing so they closed off any possibility of 
pursuing an emancipatory relationship between knowledge and dissent. By 
rejecting intellectual labor, the lads discounted the power of critical thinking 
as a tool of social transformation.73

The same logic is displayed by the students in Michelle Fine’s study of 
dropouts from alternative high schools in New York City’s South Bronx.74 
Fine had assumed that the students who dropped out of these schools were 
victims of “learned helplessness,” but she discovered instead that they were 
the most critical and politically astute students in the alternative schools: 
“Much to our collective surprise (and dismay) the dropouts were those 
students who were most likely to identify injustice in their social lives and 
at school, and most ready to correct injustice by criticizing or challenging a 
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teacher. The dropouts were least depressed, and had attained academic levels 
equivalent to students who remained in school.”75 There is a certain irony 
here: while such students were capable of challenging the dominant ideol-
ogy of the school, they failed to recognize the limits of their own resistance. 
By leaving school, these students placed themselves in a structural position 
that cut them off from political and social avenues conducive to the task of 
radical reconstruction.

Another important and distinctive feature of resistance theories is their 
emphasis on the importance of culture and, more specifically, cultural pro-
duction. In the concept of cultural production we find the basis for a theory 
of human agency, one that is constructed through the active, ongoing, collec-
tive medium of oppressed groups’ experiences. In a more recent work, Willis 
elaborates on this issue, arguing that the notion of cultural production

insists on the active, transformative natures of cultures and on the collective abil-
ity of social agents, not only to think like theorists, but to act like activists. Life 
experiences, individual and group projects, secret illicit and informal knowledge, 
private fears and fantasies, the threatening anarchic power arising from irrever-
ent association are not merely interesting additions. . . . These things are central: 
determined but also determining. They must occupy, fully fledged in their own 
right, a vital theoretical and political transformative stage in our analyses. This 
is, in part, the project of showing the capacities of the working class to generate 
albeit ambiguous, complex, and often ironic, collective and cultural forms of 
knowledge not reducible back to the bourgeois forms and the importance of this 
as one of the bases for political change.76

As Willis suggests, theories of resistance point to new ways of construct-
ing a radical pedagogy by developing analyses of the ways in which class and 
culture combine to offer the outlines for a “cultural politics.” At the core 
of such a politics is a semiotic reading of the style, rituals, language, and 
systems of meaning that inform the cultural terrains of subordinate groups. 
Through this process, it becomes possible to analyze what counterhegemonic 
elements such cultural fields contain, and how they tend to become incorpo-
rated into the dominant culture and subsequently stripped of their political 
possibilities. Implicit in such an analysis is the need to develop strategies in 
schools in which oppositional cultures might be rescued from the processes 
of incorporation in order to provide the basis for a viable political force. 
An essential element of such a task, which has been generally neglected 
by radical educators, is the development of a radical pedagogy that links a 
politics of the concrete not just with the processes of reproduction but also 
with the dynamics of social transformation. The possibility for such a task 
already exists and is present in the attempt by resistance theorists to view 
the cultures of subordinate groups as more than simply the by-product of 
hegemony and defeat.77
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Another important feature of resistance theory is a deeper understand-
ing of the notion of relative autonomy. This notion is developed through 
a number of analyses that point to those nonreproductive moments that 
constitute and support the critical notion of human agency. As I have 
mentioned, resistance theory assigns an active role to human agency and 
experience as key mediating links between structural determinants and 
lived effects. Consequently, there is the recognition that different spheres 
or cultural sites—schools, families, mass media—are governed by complex 
ideological properties that often generate contradictions both within and 
among them. At the same time, the notion of ideological domination as all-
encompassing and unitary in its form and content is rejected, and it is rightly 
argued that dominant ideologies themselves are often contradictory, as are 
different factions of the ruling classes, the institutions that serve them, and 
the subordinate groups under their control.

In considering the weaknesses in theories of resistance, I will make several 
criticisms which represent starting points for the further development of a 
critical theory of schooling. First, although studies of resistance point to those 
social sites and “spaces” in which the dominant culture is encountered and 
challenged by subordinate groups, they do not adequately conceptualize 
the historical development of the conditions that promote and reinforce 
contradictory modes of resistance and struggle. What is missing in this per-
spective are analyses of those historically and culturally mediated factors that 
produce a range of oppositional behaviors, some of which constitute resistance 
and some of which do not. Put simply, not all oppositional behavior has 
“radical significance,” nor is all oppositional behavior a clear-cut response 
to domination. The issue here is that there have been too few attempts by 
educational theorists to understand how subordinate groups embody and 
express a combination of reactionary and progressive behaviors—behaviors 
that embody ideologies both underlying the structure of social domination 
and containing the logic necessary to overcome it.

Oppositional behavior may not be simply a reaction to powerlessness, but 
might be an expression of power that is fueled by and reproduces the most 
powerful grammar of domination. Thus, on one level, resistance may be the 
simple appropriation and display of power, and may manifest itself through 
the interests and discourse of the worst aspects of capitalist rationality. For 
example, students may violate school rules, but the logic that informs such 
behavior may be rooted in forms of ideological hegemony such as racism 
and sexism. Moreover, the source of such hegemony often originates outside 
of the school. Under such circumstances, schools become social sites where 
oppositional behavior is simply played out, emerging less as a critique of 
schooling than as an expression of dominant ideology.

This becomes clearer in Angela McRobbie’s account of sixth-form female 
students in England who, by aggressively asserting their own sexuality, appear 
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to be rejecting the official ideology of the school with its sexually repres-
sive emphasis on neatness, passivity, compliance, and “femininity.”78 Their 
opposition takes the form of carving boyfriends’ names on school desks, 
wearing makeup and tight-fitting clothes, flaunting their sexual preferences 
for older, more mature boys, and spending endless amounts of time talking 
about boys and boyfriends. It could be argued that this type of oppositional 
behavior, rather than suggesting resistance, primarily displays an oppres-
sive mode of sexism. Its organizing principle appears to be linked to social 
practices informed by the objective of developing a sexual, and ultimately 
successful, marriage. Thus, it appears to underscore a logic that has little to 
do with resistance to school norms and a great deal to do with the sexism 
that characterizes working-class life and mass culture in general. This is not 
to say that such behavior can simply be written off as reactionary. Obviously, 
the fact that these young women are acting collectively and attempting to 
define for themselves what they want out of life contains an emancipatory 
moment. But in the final analysis, this type of opposition is informed by a 
dominating, rather than liberating, logic.

This leads to a related issue. Resistance theories have gone too far in view-
ing schools as institutions characterized exclusively by forms of ideological 
domination. Lost from this view is an insight provided by theorists who deal 
with the hegemonic-state reproductive model: the notion that schools are 
also repressive institutions that use various coercive state agencies, includ-
ing the police and the courts, to enforce involuntary school attendance. 
The point here is that resistance theories must recognize that in some cases 
students may be totally indifferent to the dominant ideology of the school 
with its respective rewards and demands. Their behavior in school may be 
fueled by ideological imperatives that signify issues and concerns that have 
very little to do with school directly. School simply becomes the place where 
the oppositional nature of these concerns is expressed.

In short, oppositional behaviors are produced amid contradictory discourses 
and values. The logic that informs a given act of resistance may, on the one 
hand, be linked to interests that are class-, gender-, or race-specific. On the other 
hand, it may express the repressive moments inscribed in such behavior by the 
dominant culture rather than a message of protest against their existence. To 
understand the nature of such resistance, we must place it in a wider context 
to see how it is mediated and articulated in the culture of such oppositional 
groups. Because of a failure to understand the dialectical nature of resistance, 
most theories of education have treated the concept somewhat superficially. For 
instance, when domination is stressed in such studies, the portrayals of schools, 
working-class students, and classroom pedagogy often appear too homogeneous 
and static to be taken seriously. When resistance is discussed, its contradictory 
nature is usually not analyzed seriously, nor is the contradictory consciousness 
of the students and teachers treated dialectically.79
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A second weakness in theories of resistance is that they rarely take into 
account issues of gender and race. As a number of feminists have pointed 
out, resistance studies, when analyzing domination, struggle, and schooling, 
generally ignore women and gender issues and focus instead on males and 
class issues.80 This has meant that women are either disregarded altogether 
or are included only in terms that echo the sentiments of the male counter-
cultural groups being portrayed. This raises a number of important problems 
that future analyses must resolve. One problem is that such studies have 
failed to account for the notion of patriarchy as a mode of domination that 
both cuts across various social sites and mediates between men and women 
within and between different social class formations. The point here, of 
course, is that domination is not singularly informed or exhausted by the 
logic of class oppression, nor does it affect men and women in similar ways. 
Women, though in different degrees, experience dual forms of domination 
in both the home and the workplace. How the dynamics of these forms 
are interconnected, reproduced, and mediated in schools represents an 
important area of continuing research. Another problem is that these stud-
ies contain no theoretical room for exploring forms of resistance that are 
race- and gender-specific, particularly as these mediate the sexual and social 
divisions of labor in various social sites such as schools. The failure to include 
women and racial minorities in such studies has resulted in a rather uncriti-
cal theoretical tendency to romanticize modes of resistance even when they 
contain reactionary racial and gender views. The irony here is that a large 
amount of neo-Marxist work on resistance, although allegedly committed to 
emancipatory concerns, ends up contributing to the reproduction of sexist 
and racist attitudes and practices.

A third weakness characterizing theories of resistance, as Jim Walker points 
out, is that they have focused primarily on overt acts of rebellious student 
behavior.81 By so limiting their analyses, resistance theorists have ignored less 
obvious forms of resistance among students and have often misconstrued 
the political value of overt resistance. For example, some students minimize 
their participation in routine school practices while simultaneously displaying 
outward conformity to the school’s ideology, opting for modes of resistance 
that are quietly subversive in the most immediate sense, but that have the 
potential to be politically progressive in the long run. These students may use 
humor to disrupt a class, use collective pressure to draw teachers away from 
class lessons, or purposely ignore the teacher’s directions while attempting 
to develop collective spaces that allow them to escape the ethos of individu-
alism permeating school life. Each type of behavior can indicate a form of 
resistance if it emerges out of a latent or overt ideological condemnation of 
the underlying repressive ideologies that characterize schools in general. That 
is, if we view these acts as practices involving a conscious or semiconscious 
political response to school-constructed relations of domination, then these 
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students are resisting school ideology in a manner that gives them the power 
to reject the system on a level that will not make them powerless to protest it 
in the future. They have not renounced access to knowledge and skills that 
may allow them to move beyond the class-specific positions of dead-end, 
alienating labor that most of the showy rebels will eventually occupy.82

What resistance theorists have failed to acknowledge is that some students 
are able to see through the lies and promises of the dominant school ideology 
but decide not to translate this insight into extreme forms of rebelliousness. 
In some cases the reason for this decision may be an understanding that overt 
rebelliousness may result in powerlessness now and in the future. Needless to 
say, they may also go through school on their own terms and still face limited 
opportunities in the future. But what is of major importance here is that any 
other alternative seems ideologically naive and limits whatever transcendent 
hopes for the future these students may have.83

It is the tension between the present reality of their lives and their willing-
ness to dream of a better world that makes such students potential political 
leaders. Of course, in some cases students may not be aware of the political 
grounds of their position toward school, except for a general awareness of its 
dominating nature and the need to somehow escape from it without relegat-
ing themselves to a future they do not want. Even this vague understanding 
and its attendant behavior portend a politically progressive logic, a logic that 
needs to be incorporated into a theory of resistance.

A fourth weakness of theories of resistance is that they have not given 
enough attention to the issue of how domination reaches into the structure 
of personality itself. There is little concern with the often contradictory rela-
tion between understanding and action. Part of the solution to this problem 
may lie in uncovering the genesis and operation of those socially constructed 
needs that tie people to larger structures of domination. Radical educators 
have shown a lamentable tendency to ignore the question of needs and 
desires in favor of issues that center around ideology and consciousness. A 
critical psychology is needed that points to the way in which “un-freedom” 
reproduces itself in the psyche of human beings. We need to understand 
how dominating ideologies prevent many-sided needs from developing in the 
oppressed, or, in other words, how hegemonic ideologies function to exclude 
oppressed groups from creating needs that extend beyond the instrumental 
logic of the market. I am concerned here with such radical needs as those 
that represent the vital drive toward new relationships between men and 
women, the generations, different races, and humanity and nature. More 
specifically, we need to understand how to substitute radical needs organized 
around the desire for meaningful work, solidarity, an aesthetic sensibility, 
eros, and emancipatory freedoms for the egoistic, aggressive, calculable greed 
of capitalist interests. Alienating need structures—those dimensions of our 
psyche and personality that tie us to social practices and relationships that 
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perpetuate systems of exploitation and the servitude of humanity—represent 
one of the most crucial areas from which to address a radical pedagogy.

The question of the historical genesis and transformation of needs con-
stitutes, in my mind, the most important basis for a theory of radical educa-
tional praxis. Until educators can point to possibilities for the development 
“of radical needs that both challenge the existing system of interest and 
production and point to an emancipated society,”84 it will be exception-
ally difficult to understand how schools function to incorporate people, or 
what that might mean to the establishment of a basis for critical thinking 
and responsible action. Put another way, without a theory of radical needs and 
critical psychology, educators have no way of understanding the grip and 
force of alienating social structures as they manifest themselves in the lived 
but often nondiscursive aspects of everyday life.85

Toward a Theory of Resistance

Resistance is a valuable theoretical and ideological construct that provides an 
important focus for analyzing the relationship between school and the wider 
society. More importantly, it provides a new means for understanding the 
complex ways in which subordinate groups experience educational failure, 
pointing to new ways of thinking about and restructuring modes of critical 
pedagogy. As I have noted, the current use of the concept of resistance by 
radical educators suggests a lack of intellectual rigor and an overdose of 
theoretical sloppiness. It is imperative that educators be more precise about 
what resistance actually is and what it is not, and be more specific about how 
the concept can be used to develop a critical pedagogy. It is also clear that a 
rationale for employing the concept needs to be considered more fully. I will 
now discuss these issues and briefly outline some basic theoretical concerns 
for developing a more intellectually rigorous and politically useful founda-
tion for pursuing such a task.

In the most general sense, resistance must be grounded in a theoretical 
rationale that provides a new framework for examining schools as social sites 
which structure the experiences of subordinate groups. The concept of re-
sistance, in other words, represents more than a new heuristic catchword in 
the language of radical pedagogy; it depicts a mode of discourse that rejects 
traditional explanations of school failure and oppositional behavior and shifts 
the analysis of oppositional behavior from the theoretical terrains of functional-
ism and mainstream educational psychology to those of political science and 
sociology. Resistance in this case redefines the causes and meaning of oppo-
sitional behavior by arguing that it has little to do with deviance and learned 
helplessness, but a great deal to do with moral and political indignation.

Aside from shifting the theoretical ground for analyzing oppositional 
behavior, the concept of resistance points to a number of assumptions and 
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concerns about schooling that are generally neglected in both traditional 
views of schooling and radical theories of reproduction. First, it celebrates 
a dialectical notion of human agency that rightly portrays domination as a 
process that is neither static nor complete. Concomitantly, the oppressed 
are not seen as being simply passive in the face of domination. The no-
tion of resistance points to the need to understand more thoroughly the 
complex ways in which people mediate and respond to the connection be-
tween their own experiences and structures of domination and constraint. 
Central categories that emerge in a theory of resistance are intentionality, 
consciousness, the meaning of common sense, and the nature and value of 
nondiscursive behavior. Second, resistance adds new depth to the notion that 
power is exercised on and by people within different contexts that structure 
interacting relations of dominance and autonomy. Thus, power is never 
unidimensional; it is exercised not only as a mode of domination, but also 
as an act of resistance. Last, inherent in a radical notion of resistance is an 
expressed hope for radical transformation, an element of transcendence that 
seems to be missing in radical theories of education which appear trapped 
in the theoretical cemetery of Orwellian pessimism.

In addition to developing a rationale for the notion of resistance, there is 
a need to formulate criteria against which the term can be defined as a cen-
tral category of analysis in theories of schooling. In the most general sense, 
I think resistance must be situated in a perspective that takes the notion of 
emancipation as its guiding interest. That is, the nature and meaning of an act 
of resistance must be defined by the degree to which it contains possibilities 
to develop what Herbert Marcuse termed “a commitment to an emancipa-
tion of sensibility, imagination and reason in all spheres of subjectivity and 
objectivity.”86 Thus, the central element of analyzing any act of resistance must 
be a concern with uncovering the degree to which it highlights, implicitly 
or explicitly, the need to struggle against domination and submission. In 
other words, the concept of resistance must have a revealing function that 
contains a critique of domination and provides theoretical opportunities for 
self-reflection and struggle in the interest of social and self-emancipation. To 
the degree that oppositional behavior suppresses social contradictions while 
simultaneously merging with, rather than challenging, the logic of ideologi-
cal domination, it does not fall under the category of resistance, but under 
its opposite—accommodation and conformism. The value of the concept of 
resistance lies in its critical function and in its potential to utilize both the 
radical possibilities embedded in its own logic and the interests contained 
in the object of its expression. In other words, the concept of resistance 
represents an element of difference, a counter-logic, that must be analyzed 
to reveal its underlying interest in freedom and its rejection of those forms 
of domination inherent in the social relations against which it reacts. Of 
course, this is a rather general set of standards upon which to ground the 
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notion of resistance, but it does provide a notion of interest and a theoretical 
scaffold upon which to make a distinction between forms of oppositional 
behavior that can be used for either the amelioration of human life or for 
the destruction and denigration of basic human values.

Some acts of resistance reveal quite visibly their radical potential, while 
others are rather ambiguous; still others may reveal nothing more than an 
affinity for the logic of domination and destruction. It is the ambiguous 
area that I want to analyze briefly, since the other two areas are self-explana-
tory. Recently, I heard a “radical” educator argue that teachers who rush 
home early after school are, in fact, committing acts of resistance. She also 
claimed that teachers who do not adequately prepare for their classroom 
lessons are participating in a form of resistance as well. Of course, it is equally 
debatable that the teachers in question are simply lazy or care very little 
about teaching, and that what in fact is being displayed is not resistance but 
unprofessional and unethical behavior. In these cases, there is no logical, 
convincing response to either argument. The behaviors displayed do not 
speak for themselves. To call them resistance is to turn the concept into a 
term that has no analytical precision. In cases like these, one must either link 
the behavior under analysis with an interpretation provided by the subjects 
themselves, or dig deeply into the historical and relational conditions from 
which the behavior develops. Only then will the interest embedded in such 
behavior be revealed.

It follows from my argument that the interests underlying a specific form 
of behavior may become clear once the nature of that behavior is interpreted 
by the person who exhibits it. But I do not mean to imply that such interests 
will automatically be revealed. Individuals may not be able to explain the 
reasons for their behavior, or the interpretation may be distorted. In this 
case, the interest underlying such behavior may be illuminated against the 
backdrop of social practices and values from which the behavior emerges. 
Such a referent may be found in the historical conditions that prompted the 
behavior, the collective values of a peer group, or the practices embedded in 
other social sites such as the family, the workplace, or the church. I want to 
stress that the concept of resistance must not be allowed to become a category 
indiscriminately hung over every expression of “oppositional behavior.” On 
the contrary, it must become an analytical construct and mode of inquiry 
that is self-critical and sensitive to its own interests—radical consciousness-
raising and collective critical action.

Let us now return to the question of how we define resistance and view 
oppositional behavior, and to the implications for making such distinctions. 
On one level, it is important to be theoretically precise about which forms of 
oppositional behavior constitute resistance and which do not. On another 
level, it is equally important to argue that all forms of oppositional behavior 
represent a focal point for critical analysis and should be analyzed to see 



Chapter 1



if they represent a form of resistance by uncovering their emancipatory 
interests. This is a matter of theoretical precision and definition. On the 
other hand, as a matter of radical strategy, all forms of oppositional behav-
ior, whether actually resistance or not, must be examined for their possible 
use as a basis for critical analysis. Thus, oppositional behavior becomes 
the object of both theoretical clarification and the subject of pedagogical 
considerations.

On a more philosophical level, I want to stress that the theoretical con-
struct of resistance rejects the positivist notion that the meaning of behavior 
is synonymous with a literal reading based on immediate action. Instead, 
resistance must be viewed from a theoretical starting point that links the 
display of behavior to the interest it embodies, going beyond the immediacy 
of behavior to the interest that underlies its often hidden logic, a logic that 
also must be interpreted through the historical and cultural mediations that 
shape it. Finally, I want to emphasize that the ultimate value of the notion 
of resistance must be measured not only by the degree to which it promotes 
critical thinking and reflective action but, more importantly, by the degree 
to which it contains the possibility of galvanizing collective political struggle 
among parents, teachers, and students around the issues of power and social 
determination.

I will now briefly discuss the value of a dialectical notion of resistance for 
a critical theory of schooling. The pedagogical value of resistance lies, in 
part, in the connections it makes between structure and human agency on 
the one hand and culture and the process of self-formation on the other. 
Resistance theory rejects the idea that schools are simply instructional sites 
by not only politicizing the notion of culture, but also by analyzing school 
cultures within the shifting terrain of struggle and contestation. In effect, 
this represents a new theoretical framework for understanding the process 
of schooling which places educational knowledge, values, and social relations 
within the context of antagonistic relations and examines them within the 
interplay of dominant and subordinate school cultures. When a theory of 
resistance is incorporated into radical pedagogy, elements of oppositional 
behavior in schools become the focal point for analyzing different, and 
often antagonistic, social relations and experiences among students from 
dominant and subordinate cultures. Within this mode of critical analysis, it 
becomes possible to illuminate how students draw on the limited resources 
at their disposal in order to reaffirm the positive dimensions of their own 
cultures and histories.

Resistance theory highlights the complexity of student responses to the 
logic of schooling. Thus, it highlights the need for radical educators to un-
ravel how oppositional behavior often emerges within forms of contradictory 
consciousness that are never free from the reproductive rationality embedded 
in capitalist social relations. A radical pedagogy, then, must recognize that 
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student resistance in all of its forms represents manifestations of struggle and 
solidarity that, in their incompleteness, both challenge and confirm capitalist 
hegemony. What is most important is the willingness of radical educators to 
search for the emancipatory interests that underlie such resistance and to 
make them visible to students and others so that they can become the object 
of debate and political analysis.

A theory of resistance is central to the development of a radical pedagogy 
for other reasons as well. It helps bring into focus those social practices in 
schools whose ultimate aim is the control of both the learning process and 
the capacity for critical thought and action. For example, it points to the ide-
ology underlying the hegemonic curriculum, to its hierarchically organized 
bodies of knowledge, and particularly to the way in which this curriculum 
marginalizes or disqualifies working-class knowledge as well as knowledge 
about women and minorities. Furthermore, resistance theory reveals the 
ideology underlying such a curriculum, with its emphasis on individual rather 
than collective appropriation of knowledge, and how this emphasis drives 
a wedge between students from different social classes. This is particularly 
evident in the different approaches to knowledge supported in many work-
ing-class and middle-class families. Knowledge in the working-class culture is 
often constructed on the principles of solidarity and sharing, whereas within 
middle-class culture, knowledge is forged in individual competition and is 
seen as a badge of separateness.

In short, resistance theory calls attention to the need for radical educators 
to unravel the ideological interests embedded in the various message systems 
of the school, particularly those embedded in its curriculum, systems of in-
struction, and modes of evaluation. What is most important is that resistance 
theory reinforces the need for radical educators to decipher how the forms 
of cultural production displayed by subordinate groups can be analyzed to 
reveal both their limitations and their possibilities for enabling critical think-
ing, analytical discourse, and learning through collective practice.

Finally, resistance theory suggests that radical educators must develop 
a critical rather than a pragmatic relationship with students. This means 
that any viable form of radical pedagogy must analyze how the relations of 
domination in schools originate, how they are sustained, and how students, 
in particular, relate to them. This means looking beyond schools. It suggests 
taking seriously the counter-logic that pulls students away from schools into 
the streets, the bars, and the shopfloor culture.87 For many working-class 
students, these realms are “real time” as opposed to the “dead time” they 
often experience in schools. The social spheres that make up this counter-
logic may represent the few remaining terrains that provide the oppressed 
with the possibility of human agency and autonomy. Yet, these terrains ap-
pear to represent less a form of resistance than an expression of solidarity 
and self-affirmation.
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The pull of this counter-logic must be critically engaged and built into the 
framework of a radical pedagogy. Yet, this is not to suggest that it must be 
absorbed into a theory of schooling. On the contrary, it must be supported 
by radical educators and others from both inside and outside of schools. 
But as an object of pedagogical analysis, this counter-logic must be seen as 
an important theoretical terrain in which one finds fleeting images of free-
dom that point to fundamentally new structures in the public organization 
of experience.

Inherent in the oppositional public spheres that constitute a counter-logic 
are the conditions around which the oppressed organize important needs 
and relations. Thus, it represents an important terrain in the ideological 
battle for the appropriation of meaning and experience. For this reason, it 
provides educators with an opportunity to link the political with the personal 
in order to understand how power is mediated, resisted, and reproduced in 
daily life. Furthermore, it situates the relationship between schools and the 
larger society within a theoretical framework informed by a fundamentally 
political question, How do we develop a radical pedagogy that makes schools 
meaningful so as to make them critical, and how do we make them critical 
so as to make them emancipatory?

In short, the basis for a new radical pedagogy must be drawn from a 
theoretically sophisticated understanding of how power, resistance, and 
human agency can become central elements in the struggle for critical 
thinking and learning. Schools will not change society, but we can create in 
them pockets of resistance that provide pedagogical models for new forms 
of learning and social relations—forms which can be used in other spheres 
more directly involved in the struggle for a new morality and view of social 
justice. To those who would argue that this is a partisan goal, I would reply 
that they are right, for it is a goal that points to what should be the basis of 
all learning—the struggle for a qualitatively better life for all.
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2
Border Pedagogy in the Age of Postmodernism



Within the last two decades, the varied discourses known as postmodernism 
have exercised a strong influence on the nature of intellectual life both in 
and out of the university. As a form of cultural criticism, postmodernism has 
challenged a number of assumptions central to the discourse of modern-
ism. These include modernism’s reliance on metaphysical notions of the 
subject, its advocacy of science, technology, and rationality as the founda-
tion for equating change with progress, its ethnocentric equation of history 
with the triumphs of European Civilization, and its globalizing view that the 
industrialized Western countries constitute “a legitimate center—a unique 
and superior position from which to establish control and to determine 
hierarchies” (Richard, 1987/1988, p. 6). From the postmodernist perspec-
tive, modernism’s claim to authority partly serves to privilege Western, 
patriarchal culture, on the one hand, while simultaneously repressing and 
marginalizing the voices of those who have been deemed subordinate and/or 
subjected to relations of oppression because of their color, class, ethnicity, 
race, or cultural and social capital. In postmodernist terms, the political 
map of modernism is one in which the voice of the other is consigned to 
the margins of existence, recognition, and possibility. At its best, a critical 
postmodernism wants to redraw the map of modernism so as to effect a shift 
in power from the privileged and the powerful to those groups struggling to 
gain a measure of control over their lives in what is increasingly becoming 
a world marked by a logic of disintegration (Dews, 1987). Postmodernism 
not only makes visible the ways in which domination is being prefigured and 
redrawn, it also points to the shifting configurations of power, knowledge, 
space, and time that characterize a world that is at once more global and 
more differentiated.

One important aspect of postmodernism is its recognition that, as we move 
into the 21st century, we find ourselves no longer constrained by modern-
ist images of progress and history. In the postmodern era, the elements of 
discontinuity, rupture, and difference provide alternative sets of referents 
by which to understand modernity as well as challenge and modify it. This 
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is a world in which capital no longer is restricted by the imperatives of na-
tionalism; it is a culture in which the production of electronic information 
radically alters traditional notions of time, community, and history while 
simultaneously blurring the distinction between reality and image. In the 
postmodern age, it becomes more difficult not only to define cultural dif-
ferences in hegemonic colonialist notions of worth and possibility but also 
to define meaning and knowledge through the master narratives of “great 
men!” Similarly, the modernist emphasis on totality and mastery has given 
way to a more acute understanding of suppressed and local histories along 
with a deeper appreciation for struggles that are contextual and specific in 
scope. In addition, in the age of instant information and global network-
ing, the old distinction between high and popular culture collapses as the 
historically and socially constructed nature of meaning can no longer be 
privileged by universalizing claims to history, truth, or class. All culture is 
worthy of investigation, and no aspect of cultural production can escape its 
own history within socially constructed hierarchies of meaning.

Another important aspect of postmodernism is that it provides a series of 
referents both for problematizing some of the most basic elements of mod-
ernism and for redrawing and rewriting how individual and collective expe-
rience might be struggled over, understood, felt, and shaped. For example, 
postmodernism presents itself as a critique of all forms of representations 
and meanings that claim transcendental and transhistorical status. It rejects 
universal reason as a foundation for human affairs, and, as an alternative, 
poses forms of knowing that are partial, historical, and social in nature. 
In addition, 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. In this view, how we are constituted in 
language is no less important than how we are constructed as subjects within 
relations of production. The political economy of the sign does not displace 
political economy; it simply assumes its rightful place as a primary category for 
understanding how identities are forged within particular relations of privilege, 
oppression, and struggle. Similarly, postmodernism serves to deterritorialize 
the map of dominant cultural understanding. That is, it rejects the 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 contrast, critical postmodernism 
argues that traditions should be valued for their attempts to name the partial, 
the particular, 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. Tradition does not represent the voice of an 
all-embracing view of life; instead, it serves to place people self-consciously in 
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their histories by making them aware of the memories constituted in differ-
ence, struggle, and hope. Tradition in postmodern terms is a form of  counter-
memory that points to the fluid and complex identities that constitute the 
social and political construction of public life.

Finally, and at the risk of great simplification, a postmodernism of resis-
tance challenges the liberal, humanist notion of the unified, rational subject 
as the bearer of history. In this view, 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 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 understand the historical, structural, and 
ideological limits that shape the possibility for self-reflection and action. It 
points to solidarity, community, and compassion as essential aspects of how 
we develop and understand the capacities we have for how we experience the 
world and ourselves in a meaningful way. More specifically, 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 pedagogy? I 
believe that by combining the best insights of modernism and postmodern-
ism, educators can deepen and extend what is generally referred to as criti-
cal pedagogy. We need to combine the modernist emphasis on the capacity 
of individuals to use critical reason to address the issue of public life with a 
critical postmodernist concern with how we might experience agency in a 
world constituted in differences unsupported by transcendent phenomena or 
metaphysical guarantees. In that way, critical pedagogy can reconstitute itself 
in terms that are both transformative and emancipatory. This is not to suggest 
that critical pedagogy constitutes a monolithic discourse and corresponding 
set of robotlike methods. In fact, the discourse of critical pedagogy as it has 
developed over the last decade incorporates a variety of theoretical positions 
that differ in both methodological focus and ideological orientation (Apple 
& Beyer, 1988; Giroux & McLaren, 1989; Pinar, 1988).

At its worst, critical pedagogy as a form of educational criticism has been 
overly shaped by the discourse of modernism. Increasingly reduced to a 
modernist emphasis on technique and procedure, some versions of critical 
pedagogy reduce its liberatory possibilities by focusing almost exclusively on 
issues of dialogue, process, and exchange. In this form, critical pedagogy 
comes perilously close to emulating the liberal-progressive tradition in which 
teaching is reduced to getting students to merely express or assess their own 
experiences (e.g., Shor, 1979). Teaching collapses in this case into a banal 
notion of facilitation, and student experience becomes an unproblematic 
vehicle for self-affirmation and self-consciousness. Within this perspective, 
it is assumed that student experience produces forms of understanding that 
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escape the contradictions that inform them. Understanding the limits of a par-
ticular position, engaging its contradictory messages, or extending its insights 
beyond the limits of particular experiences is lost in this position. This position 
both over-privileges the notion of student voice and simultaneously refuses to 
engage its contradictory nature. Moreover, this position lacks any sense of its 
own political project as a starting point from which to define both the role of 
the teacher in such a pedagogy and the role that the school should play with 
respect to the larger society. In this version of critical pedagogy, there is a flight 
from authority and a narrow definition of politics that abandons the utopian 
project of educating students to both locate themselves in their particular 
histories and simultaneously confront the limits of their own perspectives as 
part of a broader engagement with democratic public life.

At its best, critical pedagogy is developed as a cultural practice that en-
ables teachers and others to view education as a political, social, and cultural 
enterprise. That is, as a form of engaged practice, critical pedagogy calls 
into question forms of subordination that create inequities among different 
groups as they live out their lives. Likewise, it rejects classroom relations that 
relegate difference as an object of condemnation and oppression, and it re-
fuses to subordinate the purpose of schooling to narrowly defined economic 
and instrumental considerations. This is a notion of critical pedagogy that 
equates learning with the creation of critical rather than merely good citizens. 
This is a pedagogy that links schooling to the imperatives of democracy, views 
teachers as engaged and transformative intellectuals, and makes the notion 
of democratic difference central to the organization of curriculum and the 
development of classroom practice.

In what follows, I want to advance the most useful and transformative as-
pects of this version of critical pedagogy by articulating a theory of what I call 
a border pedagogy of postmodern resistance. Within this perspective, the issue 
of critical pedagogy is located within those broader cultural and political con-
siderations that are beginning to redefine our traditional view of community, 
language, space, and possibility. It is a pedagogy that 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. In short, the notion of 
border pedagogy presupposes not merely an acknowledgment of the shifting 
borders that both undermine and reterritorialize different configurations of 
power and knowledge; it also links the notion of pedagogy to a more substan-
tive struggle for a democratic society. It is a pedagogy that attempts to link an 
emancipatory notion of modernism with a postmodernism of resistance.

Border Pedagogy as a Counter-text

Border pedagogy offers the opportunity for students to engage the mul-
tiple references that constitute different cultural codes, experiences, and 
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languages. This means educating students not only to read these codes 
critically but also to learn the limits of such codes, including the ones they 
use to construct their own narratives and histories. Partiality becomes, in 
this case, the basis for recognizing the limits built into all discourses and 
necessitates taking a critical view of authority. Within this discourse, a student 
must engage knowledge as a border-crosser, as a person moving in and out 
of borders constructed around coordinates of difference and power (Hicks, 
1988). These are not only physical borders, they are cultural borders histori-
cally constructed and socially organized within maps of rules and regulations 
that limit and enable particular identities, individual capacities, and social 
forms. In this case, students cross over into borders of meaning, maps of 
knowledge, social relations, and values that are increasingly being negoti-
ated and rewritten as the codes and regulations which 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.

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

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

Another example of how a postmodern pedagogy of resistance might in-
form the notion of border pedagogy can be found in some of the recent work 
being done on educational theory and popular culture (Giroux &  Simon, 
1988; Giroux & Simon, 1989). Two important issues are being worked out. 
First, there is a central concern for understanding how the production of 
meaning is tied to emotional investments and the production of pleasure. In 
this view, it is necessary for teachers to incorporate into their pedagogies a 
theoretical understanding of how the production of meaning and pleasure 
become mutually constitutive of who students are, how they view themselves, 
and how they construct a particular vision of their future. Second, rethinking 
the nature of how students make semantic and emotional investments needs 
to be theorized within a number of important pedagogical considerations. 
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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 culture be seen as a legitimate aspect of the everyday lives of 
students and be analyzed as a primary force in shaping the various and often 
contradictory subject positions that students take up. Finally, popular culture 
needs to become a serious object of study in the official curriculum. This 
can be done by treating popular culture either as a distinct object of study 
within particular academic disciplines such as media studies or by drawing 
upon the resources it produces for engaging various aspects of the official 
curriculum (Simon & Giroux, 1988).

In both of these examples, important elements of a border pedagogy 
informed by postmodern criticism point to ways in which those master nar-
ratives based on white, patriarchal, and class-specific versions of the world 
can be challenged critically and effectively deterritorialized. That is, by of-
fering a theoretical language for establishing new boundaries with respect 
to knowledge most often associated with the margins and the periphery of 
the cultural dominant, postmodern discourses open up the possibility for 
incorporating into the curriculum a notion of border pedagogy in which 
cultural and social practices need no longer be mapped or referenced 
solely on the basis of the dominant models of Western culture. In this case, 
knowledge forms emanating from the 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 
of a single, unitary culture.

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

Border Pedagogy as Counter-Memory

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

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

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

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

difference as part of the construction of a new type of subject, one which 
would be both multiple and democratic. Chantal Mouffe (1988) is worth 
quoting at length on this issue:

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 cre-
ation of new subject-positions that would allow the common articulation, for 
example, of antiracism, antisexism, and anticapitalism. These struggles do not 
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spontaneously converge, and in order to establish democratic equivalences, a 
new “common sense” is necessary, which would transform the identity of differ-
ent groups so that the demands of each group could be articulated with those of 
others according to the principle of democratic equivalence. For it is not a matter 
of establishing a mere alliance between given interests but of actually modifying 
the very identity of these forces. In order that the defense of workers’ interests is 
not pursued at the cost of the rights of women, immigrants, or consumers, it is 
necessary to establish an equivalence between these different struggles. It is only 
under these circumstances that struggles against (authoritarian) power become 
truly democratic. (p. 42)

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

In effect, the language of radical democracy provides the basis for educa-
tors not only to understand how differences are organized but also how the 
ground for such difference might be constructed within a political identity 
rooted in a respect for democratic public life (Giroux, 1988b). What is being 
suggested here is the construction of a project of possibility in pedagogical 
terms which is connected to a notion of democracy capable of mobilizing a 
variety of groups to develop and struggle for what Linda Alcoff (1988) calls a 
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positive alternative vision. She writes, “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” (Alcoff, 1988, pp. 
418–419). If the notion of radical democracy is to function as a pedagogical 
practice, educators need to allow students to comprehend democracy as a 
way of life that consistently has to be fought for, has to be struggled over, 
and has to be rewritten as part of an oppositional politics. This means that 
democracy has to be viewed as a historical and social construction rooted 
in the tension between what Bruce James Smith (1985) calls remembrance 
and custom. I want to extend Smith’s argument by developing remembrance 
as a form of counter-memory and custom as a form of reactionary nostalgia 
rooted in the loss of memory.

Custom, as Smith (1985) argues, constructs subjects within a discourse 
of continuity in which knowledge and practice are viewed as a matter of in-
heritance and transmission. Custom is the complex of ideologies and social 
practices that views counter-memory as subversive and critical teaching as 
unpatriotic. It is the ideological basis for forms of knowledge and pedagogy 
which refuse to interrogate public forms and which deny difference as a 
fundamental referent for a democratic society. According to Smith (1985), 
custom can be characterized in the following manner:

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

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

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

Ethnic or gender difference must be perceived as one among a number of residual 
cultural elements which retain the memory of practices which have had to be 
and still have to be repressed in order that the capitalist economic subject may 
be more easily produced. . . ! “Becoming minor” is not a question of essence but 
a question of positions—a subject-position that can only be defined, in the final 
analysis, in “political” terms, that is, in terms of the effects of economic exploita-
tion, political disfranchisement, social manipulation, and ideological domination 
on the cultural formation of minority subjects and discourses. It is one of the 
central tasks of the theory of minority discourse to define that subject-position 
and explore the strengths and weaknesses, the affirmations and negations that 
inhere in it. (p. 11)

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

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

Border Pedagogy and the Politics of Difference

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The different stories that students from all groups bring to class need to 
be interrogated for their absences as well as their contradictions, but they 
also need to be understood as more than simply a myriad of different stories. 
They have to be recognized as being forged in relations of opposition to the 
dominant structures of power. At the same time, differences among students 
are not merely antagonistic as Liz Ellsworth (1988) has argued. She suggests 
not only that there is little common ground for addressing these differences, 
but that separatism is the only valid political option for any kind of peda-
gogical and political action. Regrettably, this represents less an insight than 
a crippling form of political disengagement. It reduces one to paralysis in 
the face of such differences. It ignores the necessity of exploring differences 
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for the specific, irreducible interests they represent, for the excesses and 
reactionary positions they may produce, and for the pedagogical possibili-
ties they contain for helping students to work with other groups as part of 
a collective attempt at developing a radical language of democratic public 
life. Moreover, Ellsworth’s attempt to delegitimate the work of other critical 
educators by claiming rather self-righteously the primacy and singularity of 
her own ideological reading of what constitutes a political project appears to 
ignore both the multiplicity of contexts and projects that characterize critical 
educational work and the tension that haunts all forms of teacher authority, 
a tension marked by the potential contradiction between being theoretically 
or ideologically correct and pedagogically wrong. By ignoring the dynamics 
of such a tension and the variety of struggles being waged under historically 
specific educational conditions, she degrades the rich complexity of theo-
retical and pedagogical processes that characterize the diverse discourses 
in the field of critical pedagogy. In doing so, she succumbs to the familiar 
academic strategy of dismissing others through the use of strawman tactics 
and excessive simplifications which undermine not only the strengths of her 
own work, but also the very nature of social criticism itself. This is “theoriz-
ing” as a form of “bad faith,” a discourse imbued with the type of careerism 
that has become all too characteristic of many left academics.

At stake here is an important theoretical issue that is worth repeating. 
Knowledge and power come together not merely to reaffirm difference but 
also to interrogate it, to open up broader theoretical considerations, to tease 
out its limitations, and to engage a vision of community in which student 
voices define themselves in terms of their distinct social formations and their 
broader collective hopes. As teachers we can never inclusively speak as the 
Other (though we may be the Other with respect to issues of race, class, or 
gender), but we can certainly work with diverse Others to deepen their un-
derstanding of the complexity of the traditions, histories, knowledges, and 
politics that they bring to the schools. This means, as Abdul JanMohemad 
and David Lloyd (1987) point out, that educators need to recognize the 
importance of developing a theory of minority discourse which not only ex-
plores the strengths and weaknesses, affirmations, and negations that inhere 
in the subject positions of subordinate groups but also “involves drawing 
our solidarities in the form of similarities between modes of repression and 
modes of struggle which all minorities separately experience, and experience 
precisely as minorities” (JanMohamed & Lloyd, 1987, p. 11). To assume such 
a position is not to practice forms of gender, racial, or class-specific imperial-
ism as Ellsworth suggests; rather, it is to create conditions within particular 
institutions that allow students to locate themselves and others in histories 
that mobilize rather than destroy their hopes for the future.

The theoretical sweep may be broad, the sentiment utopian, but it is bet-
ter than wallowing in guilt or refusing to fight for the possibility of a better 



Chapter 2



world. Sentimentality is no excuse for the absence of any vision for the future. 
Like Klee’s angel in the painting “Angelus Novus,” modernity provides a 
faith in human agency while recognizing that the past is often built on the 
suffering of others. In the best of the Enlightenment tradition, reason at 
least offers the assumption and hope that men and women can change the 
world in which they live. Postmodernism frays the boundaries of that world 
and makes visible what has often been seen as unrepresentable. The task of 
modernity with its faith in reason and emancipation can perhaps renew its 
urgency in a postmodern world, a world where difference, contingency, and 
power can reassert, redefine, and in some instances collapse the monolithic 
boundaries of nationalism, sexism, racism, and class oppression. In a world 
whose borders have become chipped and porous, new challenges present 
themselves not only to educators but to all those for whom contingency and 
loss of certainty do not mean the inevitable triumph of nihilism and despair but 
rather a state of possibility in which destiny and hope can be snatched from the 
weakening grasp of modernity. We live in a postmodern world that no longer 
has any firm—but has ever flexing—boundaries. It is a time when reason is in 
crisis and new political and ideological conditions exist for fashioning forms of 
struggle defined in a radically different conception of politics. For educators, 
this is as much a pedagogical issue as it is a political one. At best, it points to 
the importance of rewriting the relationship between knowledge, power, and 
desire. It points as well to the necessity of redefining the importance of differ-
ence while at the same time seeking articulations among subordinate groups 
and historically privileged groups committed to social transformations that 
deepen the possibility for radical democracy and human survival.
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3
Consuming Social Change

The “United Colors of Benetton”



Diversity is good . . . your culture (whoever you are) is as important as our 
culture (whoever we are).1

In spite of the alleged collapse of postmodernism as yet another theoretical 
fashion, the politics of representation that has occupied the center of its 
analysis has become indispensable for understanding how politics reaches 
into everyday life to mobilize particular lived experiences, desires and 
forms of agency. While certain versions of postmodernism may have over-
estimated the degree to which the boundaries between images and reality 
have become blurred, it does not underestimate the expanding power of 
representations, texts, and images in producing identities and shaping the 
relationship between the self and society in an increasingly commodified 
world. If postmodern theory used concepts such as the “decentered subject” 
or “plural identities” to analyze the emergence of broader cultural and so-
cial changes, mass market advertisers have seized upon the cultural logic of 
postmodernism to rearticulate politics and difference into the stylized world 
of aesthetics and consumption. Situated in a vortex of globally produced 
images and representations, consumer postmodernism produces meanings 
mediated through claims to truth represented in images that circulate in an 
electronic, informational hyperspace, which disassociates itself from history, 
context, and struggle. Images that shocked people in the past have become 
“the most effective way of selling commodities today.”2

There is a certain irony in the fact that while many social theorists 
claim that postmodernism is dead, mass advertisers have seized upon the 
postmodern condition with its celebration of images, its proliferation of 
differences, and its fragmented notion of the subject to create pedagogical 
practices that offer a sense of unity amid a world increasingly devoid of any 
substantive discourse of community and solidarity. It is its concerted and 
often pernicious efforts to rearticulate the relationship among difference, 
human agency, and community that mass advertising increasingly succeeds 
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in its promotional mission: to disguise the political nature of everyday life 
and appropriate the vulnerable new terrain of insurgent differences in the 
interests of a crass consumerism.

But there is more at stake here than advertising and commerce combining 
in the postmodern age to commodify through the ritualization of fashion that 
which has previously escaped its reach. More importantly, mass advertising 
has become the site of a representational politics that powerfully challenges 
our understanding of what constitutes pedagogy, the sites in which it takes 
place, and who speaks under what conditions through its authorizing agency. 
With the emergence of advertising as a global enterprise, we are witnessing 
a new form of violence against the public. By this I do not mean simply the 
intrusion of violence into designated public spheres as much as I am sug-
gesting a “public whose essential predicate would be violence.”3 At the core 
of this violence are constituting principles that accentuate individualism and 
difference as central elements of the marketplace. Underlying this violence 
of the public is a notion of the social bereft of ethics, social justice, and any 
viable notion of democratic public cultures. Put another way, mass advertis-
ing and its underlying corporate interests represent a new stage in an effort 
to abstract the notion of the public from the language of ethics, history and 
democratic community.

The rearticulation and new intersection of advertising and commerce, on 
the one hand, and politics and representational pedagogy on the other, can 
be seen in the emergence of Benetton as one of the leading manufactur-
ers and retailers of contemporary clothing. Benetton is important not only 
because of its marketing success, but also because it has taken a bold stance 
in attempting to use advertising as a forum to address highly charged social 
and political issues. Through its public statements and advertising campaigns, 
Benetton has brought a dangerously new dimension to corporate appropria-
tion as a staple of postmodern aesthetics. Inviting the penetration of aesthetics 
into everyday life, Benetton has utilized less deterministic and more flexible 
approaches to design, technology, and styling. Such postmodern approaches 
to marketing and layout privilege contingency, plurality, and the poetics of 
the photographic image in an attempt to rewrite the relationship among 
aesthetics, commerce, and politics. Instead of depoliticizing or erasing images 
that vividly and, in some cases, shockingly depict social and political events, 
Benetton has attempted to redefine the link between commerce and politics 
by emphasizing both the politics of representation and the representation of 
politics. In the first instance, Benetton has appropriated for its advertising 
campaign actual news photos of social events that portray various calamities of 
the time. These include pictures of a duck covered with thick oil, a bloodied 
mafia murder victim, depictions of child labor, and a terrorist car bombing. 
As part of a representation of politics, Benetton struggles to reposition itself 
less as a producer of commodities and market retailer than as a corporate 
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voice for a particular definition of public morality, consensus, coherence, 
and community. This has been more recently revealed in an advertisement 
campaign that depicts Senator Luciano Benetton posing nude, the accompa-
nying text urging people of wealth to give away their “old” clothes to charity. 
Benetton justifies the ad by arguing, “[B]usiness has to go on for everybody. 
Rich people should buy new stuff and be pleased that others can profit from 
[their old clothes].”4 Justice in this case is appropriated less to regulate the 
production of consumerism than to legitimate it.

Within Benetton’s worldview, the relationship among identity forma-
tion, commerce, pedagogy, and politics is being reworked. That is, such a 
relationship is now used to highlight how pedagogy can be conscripted into 
the service of relations of identity and difference that promote an apolitical 
egalitarianism. The result is that Benetton offers itself as the promotional 
mediator of a version of the social that abstracts ethics from a history informed 
by diverse forms of resistance and collective struggle. Social consciousness and 
activism in this worldview are about purchasing merchandise, not changing 
oppressive relations of power.

In what follows, I want to provide a brief introduction to the history of 
Benetton’s advertising campaign. Second, I want to analyze the structural 
relations and ideological rationale that inform the emergence of Benetton 
as a major distributor of clothing in the post-Fordist age and as a corporate 
advocate for a particular approach to multiculturalism and diversity. Third, 
I will examine in some detail what I will call the Benetton pedagogy of rep-
resentation, focusing on its claim to realism and its politics of de/contextu-
alism. In addition, I will attempt to deconstruct three of its more politically 
charged photo-journalistic advertisements. In conclusion, I will attempt to 
analyze briefly how cultural workers might challenge the implications of 
Benetton’s pedagogy and cultural politics.

Small Beginnings and Global Controversies

All over the world Benetton stands for colorful sportswear, multicultural-
ism, world peace, racial harmony, and now, a progressive approach toward 
serious social issues.5

In 1965, Luciano Benetton and three siblings established a small business, 
Fratelli Benetton, near Treviso, Italy. Originally designed to produce colorful 
sweaters, the business expanded into a full range of clothing apparel and 
eventually developed into a $2 billion fashion empire producing 80 million 
pieces of clothing a year for 7,000 franchise stores in over 100 countries.

Benetton’s advertising campaign over the last decade has been instru-
mental to its success in the fashion world. The advertising campaign is im-
portant not merely as a marker for assessing Benetton commercial success 
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in extending its name recognition, it is crucial for understanding how the 
philosophy of the company has attempted to reinscribe its image within 
a broader set of political and cultural concerns. In 1984, Benetton hired 
Oliviero Toscani, an award-winning photographer, to head its advertising 
campaign. Given a free hand with the advertising budget, Toscani’s early 
work focused on culturally diverse young people dressed in Benetton attire 
and engaging in a variety of seemingly aimless and playful acts. Linking the 
colors of Benetton clothes to the diverse “colors” of their customers from 
all over the world, Toscani attempted to use the themes of racial harmony 
and world peace as an articulating principle to register such differences 
within a wider unifying articulation. In 1990, Toscani adopted the United 
Colors of Benetton as a unifying trademark to promote the Benetton ideol-
ogy. In 1991, Toscani initiated a publicity campaign that removed Benetton 
merchandise from the firm’s advertising, and started using its $80 million 
global ad budget to publish controversial and disturbing photographs in 
magazines and billboards. Taking full control of the ad blitz, Toscani actu-
ally photographed many of the images that dominated the 1991 Benetton 
campaign. These included a number of compelling photographs that created 
a provocative effect: variously colored, blown-up condoms floating in the air, 
a nun kissing a priest on the lips, a row of test tubes filled with blood, and a 
newborn baby girl covered in blood and still attached to her umbilical cord. In 
1992, Toscani added his most dramatic approach to combining high fashion 
and politics in the service of promoting the Benetton name. He selected a 
series of highly charged, photojournalistic images depicting, among other 
things, the AIDS crisis, environmental disaster, political violence, war, exile, 
and natural catastrophe. All of these images appeared in various journals, 
magazines, and billboards without commentary except for the conspicuous 
insertion of the green and white United Colors of Benetton logo located in 
the margins of the photograph.

Benetton’s shift in advertising strategy between 1983 and 1991 needs 
to be taken up as part of a wider politics and pedagogy of representation. 
The earlier photographs representing children of diverse races and colors 
dressed in Benetton clothing have a “netherworld quality that gives the view-
ers the impression they’re glimpsing some fashionable heaven.”6 Depicted 
in these photographs of children hugging and holding hands is a portrayal 
of racial harmony and difference that appears both banal and sterile. The 
studio-touched clarity and primary colors used in the advertisements render 
racial unity as a purely aesthetic category while eliminating racial conflict 
completely. In addition, these colorful images appear almost too comfort-
able, and seem at odds with a world marked by political, economic, and 
cultural conflict. Benetton’s attempt to subordinate racial difference to 
the unifying dictates of harmony and consensus, a two-dimensional land of 
make believe, appears to play itself out in a pedagogical strategy that seems 
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to be hopelessly out of touch with how racial differences are constructed 
within the realities of everyday life. Difference in the early ads is largely 
subordinated to the logic of the marketplace and commerce. In fact, such 
differences often depict a mocking quality towards concrete racial, social, 
and cultural differences as they are constituted amid hierarchical relations 
of struggle, power, and authority. Benetton’s corporate image in this case 
seems strangely at odds with its own market research, which indicated that 
its “target customers—18–34 year old women—are more socially active and 
aware than any generation that precedes them.”7

The switch in the ad campaign to the use of controversial photo-journal-
istic images reflects an attempt on the part of Benetton to redefine its own 
corporate image. In order to define itself as a company concerned with social 
change, Benetton suspended its use of upscale representations in its mass 
advertising campaign, especially in a world where “denial in the service of 
upbeat consumerism is no longer a workable strategy as we are continually 
overwhelmed by disturbing and even cataclysmic events.”8 In a postmodern 
world caught in the disruptive forces of nationalism, famine, violence, and 
war, such representations linked Benetton’s image less to the imperatives of 
racial harmony than to the forces of cultural uniformity and yuppie coloni-
zation. Moreover, Benetton’s move away from an appeal to utility to one of 
social responsibility provides an object lesson in how promotional culture 
increasingly uses pedagogical practices to shift its emphasis from selling a 
product to selling an image of corporate responsibility.9 Given the increase 
in sales, profits, and the widespread publicity Benetton has received, the 
campaign appears to have worked wonders.

The response to the campaign inaugurated in 1991 was immediate. Benet-
ton was both condemned for its appropriation of serious issues to sell goods 
and praised for incorporating serious social concerns into its advertising 
campaign. In many cases, a number of the Benetton ads were either banned 
from particular countries or refused by specific magazines. One of the most 
controversial ads portrayed AIDS patient David Kirby, surrounded by his 
family shortly before he died. The Kirby ad became the subject of heated 
debate among a variety of groups in a number of countries. While consum-
ers and critics of Benetton’s advertising campaign have complained that the 
company is exploiting human tragedy, Benetton has aggressively defended 
its policies by either condemning the criticism as a form of censorship or 
criticizing other ad companies for producing advertising that merely engages 
in the most reductionistic forms of pragmatism. In spite of the criticism and 
perhaps in part due to it, the company’s profits have risen 24 percent, to 
$132 million, worldwide in 1991. The Benetton name has even infiltrated 
popular literary culture, with Douglas Coupland in his novel, Shampoo Planet, 
coining the phrase “Benetton Youth” to refer to global kids whose histories, 
memories, and experiences began in the Reagan era of greed and consump-
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tion. Adweek reports that because of the success of the Benetton campaign, 
Toscani has become something of a commercial “star,” and has been asked 
by American Express to develop marketing concepts for them. Benetton’s 
stock is up because of the visibility of the company, and David Roberts, an 
analyst with Nomura International/London, clams that Benetton’s “name 
recognition is approaching that of Coca-Cola.”10

Benetton’s response to the controversy has been threefold. First, Benetton 
and its spokespersons have reacted aggressively within a number of public 
forums and debates in order to defend its advertising policies. Second, it 
has used the debate to reorder its identity as a corporate force for social 
responsibility. Third, it has seized upon the controversy itself as a pretext for 
further marketing its ideology in the form of books, magazines, talks, inter-
views, articles, and the use of stars such as Spike Lee to endorse its position 
in the debate.11 In what follows, I want to focus primarily on the legitimating 
claims Benetton has used to defend its policies and to examine such claims 
in the context of some broader economic considerations and a politics of 
difference that informs its worldview.

Benetton has attempted to articulate and defend its position through 
material found in its campaign copy, particularly the Fall/Winter and Spring/
Summer 1992 versions. Moreover, it has attempted to defray criticism of its 
advertising campaign by allowing selected executives to speak in interviews, 
the public press, and various popular magazines. The three major spokes-
persons for Benetton have been Luciano Benetton, founder and managing 
director, Oliviero Toscani, creative director, and Peter Fressola, Benetton’s 
director of communications in North America. All three provide different 
versions of a similar theme: Benetton is not about selling sweaters but social 
responsibility, and it is a company that represents less a product than a life-
style, worldview, and idea.

Recently elected as a Senator to the Italian Parliament, Luciano Benetton 
is the principle ideologue in the Benetton apparatus. He is chiefly respon-
sible for the structuring principles that guide Benetton as both a corporate 
identity and ideological force. His own political beliefs are deeply rooted 
in the neoliberal language of the free market, privatization, the removal of 
government from the marketplace, and the advocacy of business principles as 
the basis for an elective community of possibility. Hence, it is not surprising 
that in addition to defending the ads for their focusing of public opinion 
on controversial issues, Luciano Benetton readily admits that the advertising 
campaign “has a traditional function . . . to make Benetton known around the 
world and to introduce the product to consumers.”12 More than any other 
spokesperson, Luciano Benetton rearticulates the relationship between 
commerce and art, and serves as a constant reminder that the bottom line 
for the company is profit and not social justice.
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Peter Fressola, on the other hand, promotes the ideological position, and 
claims that the ad campaign does not reflect the company’s intention to sell 
sweaters. He argues, “We’re not that stupid. We’re doing corporate commu-
nication. We’re sponsoring these images in order to change people’s minds 
and create compassion around social issues. We think of it as art with a social 
message.”13 Of course, the question at stake here is whose minds Benetton wants 
to shape? In part, the answer lies in its own advertising copy material, which 
makes it quite clear that “Various studies have shown that in 1992 consumers 
are as concerned by what a company stands for as they are about the price/
value relationship of that company’s product.”14 There is nothing in Fressola’s 
message that challenges the legacy of the corporate use of communications to 
advance, if only tacitly, “some kind of self-advantaging exchange.”15

On one level, logos permeate our everyday world to such a degree that 
they have become commonplace symbols that blur the line between art, poli-
tics, and commodification. As a new form of cultural capital they distinguish 
upscale or trendy corporations from less prominent corporate players. But 
more importantly, they constitute the borders within which cultural objects 
and practices are constituted as a form of capital. Logos in this sense do not 
simply signify goods; they serve as a marker to remind us that there are no 
public spheres, desires, practices, and goods that can escape commodifica-
tion. Logos have become central to a politics of identity in which they provide 
people with forms of representation in which they can identify themselves 
and their relationship to others. The political and cultural implications of 
the use of logos to connect identities to the dictates of corporate ideologies 
are captured by Susan Willis in her analysis of the Disney logo:

In late twentieth-century America, the cultural capital of corporations has replaced 
many of the human forms of cultural capital. As we buy, wear, and eat logos, we 
become the henchmen and admen of the corporations, defining ourselves with 
respect to the social standing of the various corporations. Some would say that 
this is a new form of tribalism, that in sporting corporate logos we ritualize and 
humanize them, we redefine the cultural capital of corporations in human social 
terms. I would say that a state where culture is indistinguishable from logo and 
where the practice of culture risks infringement of private property is a state that 
values the corporate over the human.16

Benetton’s response to such criticism is either to occupy the moral high 
ground or to displace the wider political and ideological significance of 
the logo by making a pragmatic appeal to the results of extensive market 
research. For example, when questioned about the use of the Benetton logo 
imprinted on all of the photographs, Fressola, Toscani and other spokesper-
sons respond by generally evading the question and pointing to the use of 
such photographs as part of their support for art, controversy, and public 
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dialogue around social issues. But the presence of the Benetton logo is no 
small matter. In light of their market research, which stresses what Raymond 
Loewy called the need for designer corporate symbols to index visual memory 
retention, the presence of the Benetton logo carries with it a powerful ad-
vertising legacy. It asserts that regardless of the form it takes, the purpose 
of advertising is to subordinate all values to the imperatives of profit and 
commercialization. Loewy’s argument that “We want anyone who has seen 
the logotype, even fleetingly, to never forget it, or at least to forget it slowly”17 
provides a powerful indictment of the Benetton logo and the claim that Ben-
etton is engaging in a new form of corporate communication. By refusing to 
rupture or challenge this haunting and revealing legacy of designer logos, 
communication in these terms appears to do nothing more than link the 
commodification of human tragedy with the imperatives of brand recogni-
tion while simultaneously asserting the discourse of aesthetic freedom and 
the moral responsibility of commerce. This is captured in part in a statement 
that appeared in the Fall/Winter 1992 Advertising Campaign literature. It 
reads: “Among the various means available to achieve the brand recogni-
tion that every company must have, we at Benetton believe our strategy for 
communication to be more effective for the company and more useful to 
society than would be yet another series of ads showing pretty girls wearing 
pretty clothes.”18 Toscani goes so far as to separate his economic role as the 
director of advertising from what he calls the process of communication by 
claiming rather blithely, “I am responsible for the company’s communica-
tions; I am not really responsible for its economics.”19 Toscani’s appeal in 
this case is to the moral high ground, one that he suggests is untarnished by 
the commercial context that informs the deep structure of his job. Should 
we assume that Benetton’s market research in identifying target audiences 
has nothing to do with Mr. Toscani’s creative endeavors? Or, perhaps, Mr. 
Toscani has found a way to avoid linking his own corporate success to the 
rise of Benetton’s name recognition in a global marketplace? Mr. Toscani 
is well aware of the relationship between representation and power, not to 
mention his own role in giving a new twist to the advertising of commodities 
as cultural signs ordered to promote a particular system of exchange.

Post-Fordism and the Politics of Difference

Capital has fallen in love with difference; advertising thrives on selling us 
things that will enhance our uniqueness and individuality. . . . From World 
Music to exotic holidays in Third World locations, ethnic TV dinners to 
Peruvian knitted hats, cultural difference sells.20

In the world of international capital, difference is a contentious and para-
doxical concept. On the one hand, as individuals increasingly position them-
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selves within and across a variety of identities, needs, and lifestyles, capital 
seizes upon such differences in order to create new markets and products. 
Ideas that hold the promise of producing social criticism are insinuated into 
products in an attempt to subordinate the dynamics of social struggle to the 
production of new lifestyles. On the other hand, difference is also a danger-
ous marker for those historical, political, social, and cultural borderlands 
where people who are considered the “other” are often policed, excluded, 
and oppressed. Between the dynamics of commodification and resistance, 
difference becomes a site of conflict and struggle over bodies, desires, land, 
labor, and the distribution of resources. It is within the space between conflict 
and commercial appeal that difference carries with it the legacy of possible 
disruption and political struggle as well as the possibility for colonizing diverse 
markets. Within the logic of restructured capital and global markets, cultural 
differences have to be both acknowledged and depoliticized in order to be 
contained. In a world riddled with conflicts over cultural, ethnic, and racial 
differences, Benetton defines difference in categorical rather than relational 
terms and in doing so accentuates a warmed up diet of liberal pluralism, 
harmony, and consensus.

Central to Benetton’s celebration of cultural differences is the dynamic of 
a shifting economy and its own rise from a local business venture to a global 
marketing conglomerate. Benetton’s commercial success and the legitimat-
ing ideology upon which it constructs its “United Colors of Benetton” world 
view derives, in part, from its aggressive adaptation to the shifting economic 
and cultural cartography of what has been called post-Fordism.

Although post-Fordism is not an unproblematic term for designating 
the changes that have taken place in manufacturing and retailing in the 
advanced industrial countries of the world since 1950, it does focus attention 
on a number of economic and ideological tendencies that alert us to the 
need for new descriptions and analyses of the “shifting social and technical 
landscapes of modern industrial production regimes” that are refiguring the 
relationship between capital and everyday life.21 Stuart Hall has succinctly 
described some of the most salient characteristics of post-Fordism:

“Post-Fordism” is a broader term, suggesting a whole new epoch distinct from the 
era of mass production. . . . It covers at least some of the following characteristics: a 
shift to the new information “technologies”; more flexible, decentralized forms of 
labor process and work organization; decline of the old manufacturing base and 
the growth of the “sunrise,” computer-based industries; the hiving off or contract-
ing out of functions and services; a greater emphasis on choice and product dif-
ferentiation, on marketing, packaging, and design, on the “targeting” of consumers 
by lifestyle, taste, ad culture rather than by the categories of social class; a decline 
in the proportion of the skilled, male, manual working class, the rise of the service 
and white-collar classes and the “feminization” of the work force; an economy 
dominated by the multinationals, with their new international division of labor 
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and their greater autonomy from nation-state control; and the “globalization” of 
the new financial markets, linked by the communications revolution.22

Capitalizing on global shifts in the order of economic and cultural life, Ben-
etton has seized upon post-Fordist production techniques and methods of 
retailing that integrate various aspects of production, design, distribution, 
and labor flexibility into a single coordinated system. With great skill and 
ingenuity, Benetton uses its computerized planning systems, flexible tech-
nology, and marketing resources to both forecast and respond immediately 
to consumer demands from all over the world. Once consumer orders are 
tallied at the end of the day from various Benetton retailers, they are sent to 
a centralized computer system that allows the orders to be filled within days. 
Benetton’s concern with difference is in part rooted in the hard realities of a 
global market and its need to serve various consumer needs. But difference 
is more than just a marker of commerce; it is also about social movements, 
dangerous memories, and the struggle on the part of subordinate groups 
to reclaim their histories and collective voices. It is in response to the latter 
that Benetton has developed a representational politics in the service of a 
corporate narrative whose purpose is to harness difference as part of an 
ideology of promotion and political containment.

In this case, Benetton’s post-Fordist economic policies are underwritten 
by a neoconservative politics that supports minimum state intervention in 
the world of commerce, accentuates privatization in the form of subcon-
tracting, wages a full-fledged assault on unionized labor, and dramatically 
expands the service sector. While preaching the gospel of social responsibility, 
Benetton has become a “corporate model” for new post-Fordist production 
techniques in which workers are increasingly forced to take on jobs with less 
security, benefits, and wages. In the new world of subcontracting more and 
more “office and factory employees are getting transplanted overnight to 
a temporary or subcontracting nether world [in order] to save the mother 
company paperwork and cost.”23

This assault on workers is coupled with a call for less state intervention in 
regulating business. As a Senator in the Italian Parliament, Luciano Benet-
ton has made it clear that he would promote “lesser State presence in the 
economy,” and apply the logic of business to the larger world of politics.24 
Within this scenario, Benetton’s discourse of social justice contradicts its 
conglomerate building management practices, increasing use of temporary 
workers at the expense of a full-time, unionized workforce, and aggressive 
attempts to subordinate all aspects of political and cultural discourse to the 
logic of capital and commerce.25

The economic mandates of Benetton’s post-Fordism are informed by 
an underlying ideological imperative: the need to contain potentially an-
tagonistic cultural differences and an insurgent multiculturalism through 
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a representational politics that combines pluralism with a depoliticized 
appeal to world harmony and peace. This becomes clearer by recognizing 
that Benetton’s politics of difference intersects with diverse vectors of rep-
resentation. Economically, its post-Fordist organizational structure supports 
cultural difference as a vehicle for expanding its range of markets and goods; 
diversity in the commercial sense signals the move away from standardized 
markets and the intrusion of business into the postmodern world of plural 
identities as part of a market driven attempt to expand its production of 
a variety of clothing apparel for vastly different individuals, groups, and 
markets. Benetton’s corporate ideology, therefore, bespeaks the need to 
construct representations that not only affirm differences but at the same 
time deny their radical possibilities within a corporate ideology that speaks 
to global concerns. Difference in this sense poses the postmodern problem 
of maintaining the particularity of diverse groups while unifying such differ-
ences within Benetton’s concept of a “world without borders.”

Benetton addresses this problem in both pedagogical and political terms. 
Pedagogically, it takes up the issue of difference through the representations 
of fashion, style, and spectacle. Adapting its widely circulated magazine 
Colors to an MTV format, it uses the journal to focus on transnational issues 
such as music, sex, birth control, and a wide range of issues that incorporate 
popular culture while depoliticizing it. Popular culture in this sense becomes 
the pedagogical vehicle through which Benetton addresses the everyday 
concerns of youth while blurring the lines between popular cultures of re-
sistance and the culture of commerce and commercialization. Interspersed 
with its commentary on music, art, rock stars, and the biographies of various 
Benetton executives, Colors parades various racial and ethnic youth wearing 
Benetton apparel. In this context, difference is stripped of all social and 
political antagonisms and becomes a commercial symbol for what is youth-
fully chic, hip, and fashionable. At the same time, Colors appears to take its 
cue from the many concerns that inform the daily lives of teenagers all over 
the industrialized world.

But Colors does more than signify the commodification of popular culture; 
it also signifies Benetton’s attempt both to rewrite the content of ads and 
to blur the boundaries and cultural codes that structure their very forms. 
Within this context, the distinctions between “the news,” advertising, mass 
communication, public events, editorials, and feature stories breaks down. 
Subordinated to the logic of the spectacle, the selling of fantasies, and the 
pleasures of buying, the distinctions between these genres disappear. Back 
and Quaade’s analysis of Colors is worth quoting at length:

The paper constantly crosses the line between forms of mass communication, 
provides commodity information (adverts) and news information (“the news”), 
but takes on the usual form of a newspaper, with editorial and features stories. 
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Its format is that of the non-tabloid morning paper, divided into eight sections 
dealing with familiar and newsworthy global problems, including waste disposal, 
North-South inequality, and the plight of refugees and immigrants. It also includes 
more style-oriented issues like music, hairstyles and subcultures. Benetton turn 
[sic] the usual relationship between advertising and news media inside out. Unlike 
conventional newspapers, where advertising is carried as an income-generated 
appendix to the news, Colors uses its news as Benetton’s advertising. The news 
stories are elided with the philosophy of the paper, which is, in turn, associated 
with the brand quality of its products.26

Politically, Benetton develops a politics of containment through advertis-
ing practices using journalistic photos that address consumers through styl-
ized representations whose structuring principles are shock, sensationalism, 
and voyeurism. In these images, Benetton’s motives are less concerned with 
selling particular products than with offering its publicity to diverse public 
cultures as a unifying discourse for solving the great number of social prob-
lems that threaten to uproot difference from the discourses of harmony, 
consensus, and fashion. In substituting the “manufactured” studio shot 
for the hyperrealism of photodocumentary images, Benetton collapses the 
boundaries between the lucid fantasies that promote consumption and those 
visions that compel social responsibility.

Representations of Hopelessness

Many people have asked why we didn’t include a text that would explain 
the image. But we preferred not to because we think the image is under-
standable by itself.27

I think to die is to die. This is a human situation, a human condition. . . .But 
we know this death happened. This is the real thing, and the more real the 
thing is, the less people want to see it. It’s always intrigued me why fake has 
been accepted and reality has been rejected. At Benetton, we are trying to 
create an awareness of issues. AIDS is one of today’s major modern problems 
in the world, so I think we have to show something about it.28

In defense of the commercial use of sensational, photo journalistic images 
that include a dying AIDS patient surrounded by his family, a terrorist car 
bombing, and a black soldier with a gun strapped over his shoulder holding 
part of the skeletal remains of another human being, Benetton’s spokespeo-
ple combine the discourse of universalism with the politics of realism. Arguing 
that such images serve as a vehicle for social change by calling attention to 
the real world, Benetton suggests that its advertising campaign is informed 
by a representational politics in which the truth-content of such images is 
guaranteed by their purchase on reality. In this perspective, “shock photos” 
are used to register rather than engage an alleged unmediated notion of the 
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truth. This appeal to the unmediated “truth-effects” of images is coupled with 
a claim to universalism (“to die is to die”) that serves to deny the historical, 
social, and political specificity of particular events. Ideologically, this sug-
gests that the value of Benetton’s photos resides in their self- referentiality, 
that is, their ability to reflect both the unique vision of its sponsor and their 
validation of a certain construction of reality. Suppressed in this discourse 
is an acknowledgment that the meaning of such photos resides in their uses 
within particular contexts.

Before discussing specific examples from Benetton’s advertising campaign, 
I want to comment briefly on some of the structuring devices at work in the 
construction of the use of the photo-journalistic images. All of Benetton’s 
images reveal the double movement between decontextualization and re-
contextualization. To accomplish the first move, the photos militate against 
a reading in which the context and content of the photo are historically and 
relationally situated. Overdetermined by the immediacy of the logic of the 
spectacle, Benetton’s photos become suspended in what Stewart Ewen has 
called “memories of style.”29 That is, by dehistoricizing and decontextualizing 
the photos, Benetton attempts to render ideology innocent by blurring the 
conditions of production, circulation, and commodification that present such 
photos as unproblematically real and true. By denying the specificity of its 
images, Benetton suppresses their history and in doing so limits the range 
of meanings that might be brought into play in viewing the texts. At stake 
here is a denial of how shifting contexts give an image different meanings. 
Of course, the depoliticization that is at work here is not innocent. By failing 
to rupture the ideological codes that structure what I call Benetton’s use of 
hyperventilating realism, the ads simply register rather than challenge the 
dominant social relations reproduced in the photographs.

The viewer is afforded no sense of how the aesthetic of realism works to 
mask “the codes and structures which give photographs meaning as well as 
the historical contingencies (e.g., patriarchal structures which normalize 
notions of looking) which give such codes salience.”30 There is no sense here 
of how the operations of power inform the construction the social prob-
lems depicted in the Benetton ads; nor is there a recognition of the diverse 
struggles of resistance which attempt to challenge such problems. Within 
this aestheticization of politics, spectacle foregrounds our fascination with 
the hyper-real and positions the viewer within a visual moment that simply 
registers horror and shock without critically responding to it. Roland Barthes 
has referred to this form of representation as one that positions the viewer 
within the “immediacy of translation.”31 According to Barthes, this is a form 
of representational politics that functions as myth, because:

it abolishes the complexity of human acts, it gives them the simplicity of essences, 
it does away with all dialectics, with any going back beyond what is immediately 
visible, it organizes a world which is without contradictions because it is without 
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depth, a world wide open and wallowing in the evident, it establishes a blissful 
clarity: things appear to mean something by themselves.32

Isolated from historical and social contexts, Benetton’s images are stripped 
of their political possibilities and reduced to a spectacle of fascination, hor-
ror, and terror that appears to primarily privatize one’s response to social 
events. That is, the form of address both reproduces dominant renderings 
of the image and translates the possibility of agency to the privatized act of 
buying goods rather than engaging forms of self and social determination. 
This becomes clearer in analyzing one of Benetton’s more controversial ads 
in which David Kirby, an AIDS patient is portrayed on his deathbed as he is 
surrounded by his grieving family.

As I noted above, this image involves a double movement. On the one 
hand, it suppresses the diversity of lifestyles, struggles, and realities of diverse 
individuals in various stages of living with AIDS. In doing so, it reinforces in 
the Kirby image dominant representations of people with AIDS. The Benet-
ton AIDS ad reproduces, what Douglas Crimp, in another context, refers to 
as “what we have already been told or shown about people with AIDS: that 
they are ravaged, disfigured, and debilitated by the syndrome (and that) 
they are generally . . . desperate, but resigned to their inevitable deaths.”33 
The appeal to an aesthetic of realism does little to rupture the social and 
ideological force of such inherited representations. On the contrary, by not 
providing an analysis of AIDS as a de facto death sentence and by relying 
instead on the clichés enforced through dominant images and their social 
effects, the Benetton ad reproduces rather than challenges conventional 
representations that portray people with AIDS as helpless victims.

The politics at work in the Benetton photographs is also strikingly revealed 
in its use of photojournalistic images that are decontextualized from any 
meaningful historical and social context and then recontextualized through 
the addition of the United Colors of Benetton logo. In the first instance, the 
use of the logo produces a representational “zone of comfort” that confirms a 
playfulness which allows the viewer to displace any ethical or political under-
standing of the images contained in the Benetton ads. The logo serves largely 
to position the audience within a combination of realism and amusement. 
Public truths revealed in Benetton’s images, regardless of how horrifying or 
threatening, are offered up “as a kind of joke in which the reader is invited 
to participate (the ‘joke’ is how low can we go?), but its potential dangers 
are also pretty clear: today aliens from Mars kidnap joggers, yesterday Aus-
chwitz didn’t happen, tomorrow who cares what happens.”34 Of course, the 
“joke” here is that anything is for sale and social commitment is just another 
gimmick for selling goods. In this type of representational politics, critical 
engagement is largely rendered ineffective by turning the photo and its po-
litical referent into an advertisement. If the possibility of social criticism is 
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suggested by the ad it is quickly dispelled by the insertion of the logo which 
suggests that any complicity between the viewer and the event it depicts is 
merely ironic since the image ultimately references nothing more than a 
safe space where the logic of the commodity and the marketplace generate 
the demand to buy rather than struggle over social injustices and conflicts. 
In the case of the AIDS ad, the use of the Benetton logo juxtaposes human 
suffering and promotional culture so as to invite the viewer to position him 
or herself between the playfulness of commodification and an apocalyptic 
image in which social change seems either ironic or unimaginable. This 
serves less to position the viewer to critically mediate social reality and its 
attendant problems than to subordinate it to the demands and aesthetic of 
commerce. Stuart Ewen has captured one consequence of such a position. 
He states: “By reducing all social issues to matters of perception, it is on the 
perceptual level that social issues are addressed. Instead of social change, 
there is image change. Brief shows of flexibility at the surface mask intran-
sigence at the core.”35

In the second instance, recontextualization appeals to an indeterminacy 
in which it is suggested that such images can be negotiated by different 
individuals in multiple and varied ways. Hence, Benetton’s claim that such 
photos generate diverse interpretations. While such an assumption rightly 
suggests that viewers always mediate and rewrite images differently from 
particular ideologies and histories, it also, when unqualified, overlooks how 
specific contexts privilege some reading formations over others. In other 
words, while individuals produce rather than merely receive meanings, the 
choices they make and the meanings they produce are not free floating. 
Such meanings and mediations are, in part, formed within wider social 
and cultural determinations that offer a range of reading practices that 
are privileged within dominant and subordinate relations of power. The 
reading of any text cannot be understood independently of the historical 
and social experiences that construct how audiences interpret other texts. 
It is this notion of reading formation that is totally missing from Benetton’s 
defense and use of its endless images of death, pain, danger, and shock. 
Tony Bennett is helpful on this issue: “The concept of reading formation 
. . . is an attempt to think context as a set of discursive and intertextual 
determinations, operating on material and institutional supports, which 
bear in upon a text not just externally, from the outside in, but internally, 
shaping it—in the historically concrete forms in which it is available as a 
text-to-be-read—from the inside out.”36

This point can be illustrated by examining two of Benetton’s racially 
marked ads. The first depicts a black woman feeding a white baby. The second 
portrays two hands, one black, and one white, handcuffed together. In the 
former ad, one is presented with the torso of a robust black woman breast 
feeding a white baby. A crimson cable-knit cardigan is pulled down over her 
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shoulders to reveal her breasts. Her hands reveal a trace of scar tissue, and 
her nails are trimmed short. This is not a traditional Benetton model. How 
might one decipher these potent, overdetermined sets of signifiers? I say 
overdetermined in the double sense; first, the racial coding of the image is 
so overdetermined that it is difficult to escape from a privileged dominant 
racial reading. It seems difficult to believe that this black woman nursing 
a long, pale pink baby is the child’s mother. Given the legacy of colonial-
ism and racism that informs this image, I believe that the photo privileges 
a range of dominant readings that suggest the ingrained racial stereotype 
of the black/slave/wet nurse or mammy.37 There are no signifiers in this 
photo, outside of the logo, which would threaten or rupture such a domi-
nant imperialist coding that informs this representation. It is precisely the 
absent referents of resistance, rupture, and critique that allow the reader to 
be perfectly comfortable with such a configuration of race and class while 
accepting the image as nothing more than a “playful” ad.

In the second ad, there is a calculated and false equality at work in pre-
senting an image of a black and white hand handcuffed together. Is the 
viewer in the United States, England, France, or South Africa to believe 
that the black hand is the signifier of law, order, and justice? Or, given the 
legacy of white racism in all of these countries is it more probable to believe 
that the image, at least at the level of the unconscious, reproduces the racist 
assumption that social issues regarding crime, turmoil, and lawlessness are 
essentially a black problem? Restaging race relations in these terms exploits 
the racially charged tensions that underlie current racial formations in the 
Western industrial countries while simultaneously reducing the historical 
legacy of white supremacy to a representation of mere equality between the 
races. The emotionally charged landscape of race relations, in this instance, 
becomes another example of how social problems become “packaged” in 
order to “reinject the real into our lives as spectacle.”38

Conclusion: Pedagogy and the Need for Critical Public Cultures

The new postmodern pedagogy of mass advertising poses a central chal-
lenge to the role cultural workers might play in deepening their own politics 
through a broader understanding of how knowledge is produced, identities 
shaped, and values articulated as a pedagogical practice that takes place in 
multiple sites outside of the traditional institution of schooling. The struggle 
over meaning is no longer one that can be confined to the struggle over 
programs and curricula. Moreover, the struggle over identity can no longer 
be seriously considered outside of the politics of representation and the new 
formations of consumption. Culture is increasingly constituted by commerce, 
and the penetration of commodified relations into every facet of daily life has 
become the major axis of exchange relations through which corporations 
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actively produce new forms of address that are increasingly more effective 
in their inscription of both subjects and markets.

This is not to suggest that the politics of consumption in its various circuits 
of power constitutes an unadulterated form of domination. Such a view is 
often more monolithically defensive than dialectical and has less interest in 
understanding the complex process by which people desire, choose, and act 
in everyday life than it does with shielding the guardians of high modernism 
who have always despised popular culture for its vulgarity and association 
with the masses.39 What is at stake in the new intersection of commerce, 
advertising, and consumption is the very definition and survival of critical 
public cultures. I am referring here to those public spaces predicated on the 
multiplication of spheres of daily life where people can debate the meaning 
and consequences of public truths, inject a notion of moral responsibility into 
representational practices, and collectively struggle to change dominating 
relations of power. Central to my argument has been the assumption that 
the new forms of advertising and consumption do not deny politics, they 
simply reappropriate it. This is a politics that “actively creates one version 
of the social,” one that exists in harmony with market ideologies and initia-
tives.40 Such a politics offers no resistance to a version of the social as largely 
a “democracy of images,” a public media extravaganza in which politics is 
defined largely through the “consuming of images.”41

Cultural workers need to reformulate the concept resistance usually as-
sociated with these forms of colonization. Such a formulation has to begin 
with an analysis of how a postmodern pedagogy works by problematizing 
the intersection of power and representation in an ever expanding demo-
craticization of images and culture. Representations in the postmodern 
world reach deeply into daily life, contributing to the increasing fragmen-
tation and decentering of individual and collective subjects. Not only are 
the old categories of race, gender, age, and class increasingly rewritten in 
highly differentiating and often divisive terms, but the space of the social 
is further destabilized through niche marketing which constructs identities 
around lifestyles, ethnicity, fashion, and a host of other commodified subject 
positions. Central here is the issue of how power has become an important 
cultural and ideological form, particularly within the discourse of difference 
and popular culture.

Cultural workers need a new map for registering and understanding how 
power works to inscribe desires and identities and create multiple points of 
antagonism and struggle. In serious need of consideration is the creation 
of a new kind of politics and pedagogy, one organized more deeply through 
guiding narratives that link global and local social contexts, provide new 
articulations for engaging popular culture within rather than outside of the 
new technologies and regimes of representation, and offer a moral language 
for expanding the struggle over democracy and citizenship to ever- widening 



Chapter 3



spheres of daily life. Clearly more is at issue here than understanding how 
representations work to construct their own systems of meaning, social orga-
nizations, and cultural identifications. In part this means that cultural workers 
must investigate the new politics of commerce not merely as an economic 
issue, that is, as symptomatic of the new configurations of a post-Fordist 
world, but as a reaction to the emergence and “assertion of new ethnicities, 
problems of racism, problems of nationality, of law, of discrimination, and 
the assertion of particular communities.”42 This further suggests the need for 
cultural workers to reformulate a politics and pedagogy of difference around 
an ethical discourse of multiplicity, one that both challenges the ideological 
grounds and representations of commerce but at the same time limits those 
public spheres it attempts to appropriate. If a politics of difference is to be 
linked to not merely registering “otherness” but identifying the conditions 
through which other become critical agents, the ethic of consumerism must 
be challenged by exposing its limits.

Cultural workers need to take up the challenge of teaching ourselves, 
students, and others to both acknowledge our and their complicity in the 
discourse and practice of consumerism while bringing the hope mobilized 
in such practices to a principled and persistent crisis. This is not to invoke a 
vulgar critique of the real pleasures and joys of buying. Neither is it meant 
to underestimate the diverse ways in which people negotiate the terrain of 
the market or reappropriating goods through resisting and oppositional 
practices. Rather the issue here is to recognize the political and pedagogical 
limits of consumerism, its often active involvement in creating new identities, 
and its ongoing assault on the notion of insurgent differences and a multi-
cultural and multiracial democracy. Individual and collective agency is about 
more than buying goods, and social life in its most principled forms points 
beyond the logic of the market as a guiding principle. It is up to cultural 
workers and other progressive educators to address this challenge directly 
as part of a postmodern political and pedagogical challenge.
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4
Doing Cultural Studies

Youth and the Challenge of Pedagogy



In our society, youth is present only when its presence is a problem, or is 
regarded as a problem. More precisely, the category “youth” gets mobilized 
in official documentary discourse, in concerned or outraged editorials 
and features, or in the supposedly disinterested tracts emanating from the 
social sciences at those times when young people make their presence felt 
by going “out of bounds,” by resisting through rituals, dressing strangely, 
striking bizarre attitudes, breaking rules, breaking bottles, windows, heads, 
issuing rhetorical challenges to the law.1

A commentary in the Chronicle of Higher Education claimed that the field of 
cultural studies is “about the hottest thing in humanities and social science 
research right now, but it’s largely peopled by scholars in literature, film and 
media, communications, and philosophy.”2 Given the popularity of cultural 
studies for a growing number of scholars, I have often wondered why so few 
academics have incorporated cultural studies into the language of educa-
tional reform. If educators are to take seriously the challenge of cultural 
studies, particularly its insistence on generating new questions, models, and 
contexts in order to address the central and most urgent dilemmas of our 
age, they must critically address the politics of their own location. This means 
understanding not only the ways in which institutions of higher education, 
in part, shape the work we do with students but also the ways in which our 
vocation as educators supports, challenges, or subverts institutional practices 
that are at odds with democratic processes and the hopes and opportuni-
ties we provide for the nation’s youth. In what follows, I want to explore not 
only why educators refuse to engage the possibilities of cultural studies but 
also why scholars working within a cultural studies framework often refuse 
to take seriously pedagogy and the role of schools in the shaping of demo-
cratic public life.

Educational theorists demonstrate as little interest in cultural studies as 
cultural studies scholars do in the critical theories of schooling and pedagogy. 



Chapter 4



For educators, this indifference may be explained, in part, by the narrow 
technocratic models that dominate mainstream reform efforts and structure 
education programs. Within such a tradition, management issues become 
more important than understanding and furthering schools as democratic 
public spheres.3 Hence, the regulation, certification, and standardization 
of teacher behavior is emphasized over creating the conditions for teachers 
to undertake the sensitive political and ethical roles they might assume as 
public intellectuals who selectively produce and legitimate particular forms 
of knowledge and authority. Similarly, licensing and assimilating differences 
among students is more significant than treating students as bearers of 
diverse social memories with a right to speak and represent themselves in 
the quest for learning and self-determination. While other disciplines have 
appropriated, engaged, and produced new theoretical languages in keeping 
with changing historical conditions, colleges of education have maintained 
a deep suspicion of theory and intellectual dialogue and thus have not been 
receptive to the introduction of cultural studies.4 Other considerations in this 
willful refusal to know would include a history of educational reform which 
has been overly indebted to practical considerations that often support a 
long tradition of anti-intellectualism. Moreover, educators frequently pride 
themselves on being professional, scientific, and objective.

Cultural studies challenges the ideological and political nature of such 
claims by arguing that teachers always work and speak within historically and 
socially determined relations of power.5 Put another way, educators whose 
work is shaped by cultural studies do not simply view teachers and students 
either as chroniclers of history and social change or recipients of culture, 
but as active participants in its construction.

The resistance to cultural studies may also be due to the fact that it reasserts 
the importance of comprehending schooling as a mechanism of culture and 
politics, embedded in competing relations of power that attempt to regulate 
and order how students think, act, and live.6 Since cultural studies is largely 
concerned with the critical relationship among culture, knowledge, and 
power, it is not surprising that mainstream educators often dismiss cultural 
studies as being too ideological, or simply ignore its criticisms regarding how 
education generates a privileged narrative space for some social groups and 
a space of inequality and subordination for others.

Historically schools and colleges of education have been organized around 
either traditional subject-based studies (math education) or into largely 
disciplinary/administrative categories (curriculum and instruction). Within 
this type of intellectual division of labor, students generally have had few 
opportunities to study larger social issues. This slavish adherence to struc-
turing the curriculum around the core disciplinary subjects is at odds with 
the field of cultural studies whose theoretical energies are largely focused 
on interdisciplinary issues, such as textuality and representation refracted 
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through the dynamics of gender, sexuality, subordinate youth, national iden-
tity, colonialism, race, ethnicity, and popular culture.7 By offering educators 
a critical language through which to examine the ideological and political 
interests that structure reform efforts in education such as nationalized test-
ing, standardized curriculum, and efficiency models, cultural studies incurs 
the wrath of mainstream and conservative educators who often are silent 
about the political agendas that underlie their own language and reform 
agendas.8

Cultural studies also rejects the traditional notion of teaching as a tech-
nique or set of neutral skills and argues that teaching is a cultural practice 
that can only be understood through considerations of history, politics, 
power, and culture. Given its concern with everyday life, its pluralization 
of cultural communities, and its emphasis on knowledge that is multidisci-
plinary, cultural studies is less concerned with issues of certification and test-
ing than it is with how knowledge, texts, and cultural products are produced, 
circulated, and used. In this perspective, culture is the ground “on which 
analysis proceeds, the object of study, and the site of political critique and 
intervention.”9 This in part explains why some advocates of cultural studies 
are increasingly interested in “how and where knowledge needs to surface 
and emerge in order to be consequential” with respect to expanding the 
possibilities for a radical democracy.10

Within the next century, educators will not be able to ignore the hard ques-
tions that schools will have to face regarding issues of multiculturalism, race, 
identity, power, knowledge, ethics, and work. These issues will play a major 
role in defining the meaning and purpose of schooling, the relationship 
between teachers and students, and the critical content of their exchange in 
terms of how to live in a world that will be vastly more globalized, high tech, 
and racially diverse than at any other time in history. Cultural studies offers 
enormous possibilities for educators to rethink the nature of educational 
theory and practice as well as what it means to educate future teachers for 
the twenty-first century.11

At the same time, it is important to stress that the general indifference by 
many cultural studies theorists to the importance of critical pedagogy as a 
form of cultural practice does an injustice to the politically charged history of 
cultural studies, one which points to the necessity for combining self-criticism 
with a commitment to transforming existing social and political problems. It 
is not my intention here to replay the debate regarding what the real history 
of cultural studies is, though this is an important issue. Instead, I want to 
focus on the importance of critical pedagogy as a central aspect of cultural 
studies and cultural work as a pedagogical practice. This suggests analyzing 
cultural studies for the insights it has accrued as it has moved historically 
from its previous concerns with class and language to its more recent analysis 
of the politics of race, gender, identity, and ethnicity. This is not meant to 
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 suggest that the history of cultural studies needs to be laid out in great detail 
as some sort of foundational exegesis. On the contrary, cultural studies needs 
to be approached historically as a mix of founding moments, transformative 
challenges, and self-critical interrogations.12 And it is precisely the rupturing 
spirit that informs elements of its interdisciplinary practice, social activism, 
and historical awareness that prompts my concern for the current lacunae 
in cultural studies regarding the theoretical and political importance of 
pedagogy as a founding moment in its legacy.

In what follows, I want to take up these concerns more concretely as they 
bear on what Dick Hebdige calls the “problem of youth”13 and the neces-
sary importance of this issue for educators and other cultural workers. In 
constructing this line of thought I begin by making the case that pedagogy 
must become a defining principle of any critical notion of cultural studies. 
This position is developed, in part, to expand the meaning and relevance 
of pedagogy for those engaged in cultural work both in and outside of the 
university. I then argue for the pedagogical practice of using films about youth 
not only as legitimate objects of social knowledge that offer representations 
in which youth can identify their desires and hopes, but also as pedagogi-
cal texts that play a formative role in shaping the social identities of youth. 
Through an analysis of four Hollywood films about youth I hope to show 
how the more progressive elements of critical pedagogical work can inform 
and be informed by cultural studies’ emphasis on popular culture as a ter-
rain of significant political and pedagogical importance. I will conclude by 
developing the implications cultural studies might have for those of us who 
are concerned about reforming schools and colleges of education.

The Absence of Pedagogy in Cultural Studies

It is generally argued that cultural studies is largely defined through its 
analysis of culture and power, particularly with regard to its “shifting of the 
terrain of culture toward the popular”14 while expanding its critical reading 
of the production, reception, use, and effects of popular texts. Texts in this 
case constitute a wide range of aural, visual, and printed signifiers; moreover, 
such texts are often taken up as part of a broader attempt to analyze how 
individual and social identities are mobilized, engaged, and transformed 
within circuits of power informed by issues of race, gender, class, ethnicity, 
and other social formations. All of these concerns point to the intellectual 
and institutional borders that produce, regulate, and engage meaning as a 
site of social struggle. Challenging the ways in which the academic disciplines 
have been used to secure particular forms of authority, cultural studies has 
opened up the possibility for both questioning how power operates in the 
construction of knowledge while redefining the parameters of the form and 
content of what is being taught in institutions of higher education. In this 
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instance, struggles over meaning, language, and textuality have become 
symptomatic of a larger struggle over the meaning of cultural authority, the 
role of public intellectuals, and the meaning of national identity. While cul-
tural studies proponents have provided an enormous theoretical service in 
taking up the struggle over knowledge and authority particularly as it effects 
the restructuring of the curriculum in many colleges and universities, what 
is often overlooked in such struggles are some of the major concerns that 
have been debated by various theorists who work within the diverse tradi-
tions of critical pedagogy. This is especially surprising since cultural studies 
draws its theoretical and political inspiration from feminism, postmodernism, 
postcolonialism, and a host of other areas that have at least made a passing 
reference to the importance of pedagogy.

I want to argue that cultural studies is still too rigidly tied to the modernist, 
academic disciplinary structures that it often criticizes. This is not to suggest 
that it does not adequately engage the issue of academic disciplines. In fact, 
this is one of its most salient characteristics.15 What it fails to do is critically 
address a major prop of disciplinarity, which is the notion of pedagogy as an 
unproblematic vehicle for transmitting knowledge. Lost here is the attempt 
to understand pedagogy as a mode of cultural criticism for questioning the 
very conditions under which knowledge and identities are produced. Of 
course, theorists such as Gayatri Spivak, Stanley Aronowitz, and others do 
engage the relationship between cultural studies and pedagogy, but they 
constitute a small minority.16 The haunting question here is what is it about 
pedagogy that allows cultural studies theorists to ignore it?

One answer may lie in the refusal of cultural studies theorists to either 
take schooling seriously as a site of struggle or to probe how traditional peda-
gogy produces particular social histories, how it constructs student identities 
through a range of subject positions. Of course, within radical educational 
theory, there is a long history of developing critical discourses of the subject 
around pedagogical issues.17

Another reason cultural studies theorists have devoted little attention to 
pedagogy may be due to the disciplinary policing that leaves the marks of its 
legacy on all areas of the humanities and liberal arts. Pedagogy is often deemed 
unworthy of being taken up as a serious project; in fact, even popular culture 
has more credibility than pedagogy. This can be seen not only in the general 
absence of any discussion of pedagogy in cultural studies texts, but also in those 
studies in the humanities that have begun to engage pedagogical issues. Even 
in these works there is a willful refusal to acknowledge some of the important 
theoretical gains in pedagogy that have gone on in the last twenty years.18 Within 
this silence lurk the seductive rewards of disciplinary control, a refusal to cross 
academic borders, and a shoring up of academic careerism, competitiveness, 
and elitism. Of course, composition studies, one of the few fields in the humani-
ties that does take pedagogy seriously, occupies a status as disparaging as the 
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field of education.19 Hence, it appears that the legacy of academic elitism and 
professionalism still exercises a strong influence on the field of cultural studies, 
in spite of its alleged democratization of social knowledge.

Cultural Studies and Pedagogy

In what follows, I want to make a case for the importance of pedagogy as a 
central aspect of cultural studies. In doing so, I first want to analyze the role 
that pedagogy played in the early founding stages of the Birmingham Cen-
ter for Cultural Studies.20 I then want to define more specifically the central 
dimensions of pedagogy as a cultural practice. But before I address these 
two important moments of critical pedagogy as a form of cultural politics, I 
think it is important to stress that the concept of pedagogy must be used with 
respectful caution. Not only are there different versions of what constitutes 
critical pedagogy, but there is no generic definition that can be applied to the 
term. At the same time, there are important theoretical insights and practices 
that weave through various approaches to critical pedagogy. It is precisely 
these insights which often define a common set of problems that serve to 
delineate critical pedagogy as a set of conditions articulated within the shift-
ing context of a particular political project. These problems include but are 
not limited to the relationship between knowledge and power, language and 
experience, ethics and authority, student agency and transformative politics, 
and teacher location and student formations.

Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams addressed the issue of pedagogy 
in a similar manner in their early attempts to promote cultural studies in 
Britain. As founding figures in the Birmingham Centre for Cultural Studies, 
Hoggart and Williams believed that pedagogy offered the opportunity to 
link cultural practice with the development of radical cultural theories. Not 
only did pedagogy connect questions of form and content, it also introduced 
a sense of how teaching, learning, textual studies, and knowledge could be 
addressed as political issues which foreground considerations of power and 
social agency. According to Williams, the advent of cultural studies in the 1930s 
and 1940s directly emerged out of the pedagogical work that was going on in 
Adult Education. The specificity of the content and context of adult educa-
tion provided cultural studies with a number of issues that were to direct its 
subsequent developments in Birmingham. These included the refusal to accept 
the limitations of established academic boundaries and power structures, the 
demand for linking literature to the life situations of adult learners, and the 
call that schooling be empowering rather than merely humanizing.21

For Williams there is more at stake here than reclaiming the history of 
cultural studies; he is most adamant in making clear that the “deepest im-
pulse [informing cultural studies] was the desire to make learning part of 
the process of social change itself.”22 It is precisely this attempt to broaden 
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the notion of the political by making it more pedagogical that reminds us of 
the importance of pedagogy as a cultural practice. In this context, pedagogy 
deepens and extends the study of culture and power by addressing not only 
how culture is produced, circulated, and transformed but also how it is actu-
ally negotiated by human beings within specific settings and circumstances. 
In this instance, pedagogy becomes an act of cultural production, a process 
through which power regulates bodies and behaviors as “they move through 
space and time.”23 While pedagogy is deeply implicated in the production 
of power/knowledge relationships and the construction of values and de-
sires, its theoretical center of gravity begins not with a particular claim to 
new knowledge, but with real people articulating and rewriting their lived 
experiences within rather than outside of history. In this sense pedagogy, 
especially in its critical variants, is about understanding how power works 
within particular historical, social, and cultural contexts in order to engage 
and when necessary to change such contexts.24

The importance of pedagogy to the content and context of cultural studies 
lies in the relevance it has for illuminating how knowledge and social identi-
ties are produced in a variety of sites in addition to schools. For Raymond 
Williams one of the founding concepts of cultural studies was that cultural 
education was just as important as labor, political, and trade union educa-
tion. Moreover, Williams believed that limiting the study of culture to higher 
education ran the risk of depoliticizing it. Williams believes that education 
in the broad, political sense was essential not only for engaging, challeng-
ing, and transforming policy, but also the necessary referent for stressing the 
pedagogical importance of work shared by all cultural workers who engage 
in the production of knowledge. This becomes clear in Williams’ notion of 
permanent education. He writes:

This idea [permanent education] seems to me to repeat, in a new and important 
idiom, the concepts of learning and of popular democratic culture which underlie 
the present book. What it valuably stresses is the educational force of our whole 
social and cultural experience. It is therefore concerned, not only with continuing 
education, of a formal or informal kind, but with what the whole environment, 
its institutions and relationships, actively and profoundly teaches. To consider 
the problems of families, or of town planning, is then an educational enterprise, 
for these, also, are where teaching occurs. And then the field of this book, of the 
cultural communications which, under an old shadow, are still called mass com-
munications, can be integrated, as I have always intended, with a whole social 
policy. For who can doubt, looking at television or newspapers, or reading the 
women’s magazines, that here, centrally, is teaching, and teaching financed and 
distributed in a much larger way than in formal education?25

Building upon Williams’ notion of permanent education, pedagogy, in this 
sense, provides a theoretical discourse for understanding how power and 
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knowledge mutually inform each other in the production, reception, and 
transformation of social identities, forms of ethical address, and “desired 
versions of a future human community.”26 By refuting the objectivity of 
knowledge and asserting the partiality of all forms of pedagogical authority, 
critical pedagogy initiates an inquiry into the relationship between the form 
and content of various pedagogical sites and the authority they legitimate in 
securing particular cultural practices.

I want to be more specific about the importance of pedagogy for cultural 
studies and other emerging forms of interdisciplinary work by analyzing how 
youth are increasingly being addressed and positioned through the popular 
media, changing economic conditions, an escalating wave of violence, and 
the emergence of discourse that Ruth Conniff has aptly called the culture 
of cruelty.27 I will then address both theoretically and through examples of 
my own teaching how the pedagogy implicit in a spate of Hollywood films 
about youth culture reinforces dominant racist and cultural stereotypes, 
but in doing so also creates the conditions for rewriting such films through 
diverse critical pedagogical strategies.

Mass Culture and the Representation of Youth(s)

Youth have once again become the object of public analysis. Headlines pro-
liferate like dispatches from a combat zone frequently coupling youth and 
violence in the interests of promoting a new kind of causal relationship. For 
example, gangster rap artist Snoop Doggy Dogg is featured on the front cover 
of a recent issue of Newsweek.28 This message is that young black men are sell-
ing violence to the mainstream public through their music. But according 
to Newsweek, the violence is not just in the music, it is also embodied in the 
lifestyles of the rappers who produce it. The potential victims in this case are 
a besieged white majority of male and female youth. Citing a wave of arrests 
among prominent rappers, the story reinforces the notion that crime is a 
racially coded word for associating black youth with violence.29

The statistics on youth violence point to social and economic causes that 
lie far beyond the reach of facile stereotypes. On a national level American 
society is witnessing the effects of a culture of violence in which “close to 12 
U.S. children aged 19 and under die from gun fire each day. According to 
the National Center for Health Statistics, ‘Firearm homicide is the leading 
cause of death of African American teenage boys and the second leading 
cause of death of high school age children in the United States.’”30 What is 
missing from these reports is any critical commentary on underlying causes 
that produce the representations of violence that saturate the mass media; 
nor is there any mention of the high toll of life taken every year by the infants 
and children killed through “poverty-related malnutrition and disease” nor 
is the American public informed in the popular press about “the gruesome 
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toll of the drunk driver who is typically White.”31 But the bad news doesn’t 
end with violence.

The representations of white youth produced by dominant media within 
recent years have increasingly portrayed them as lazy, sinking into a self-indul-
gent haze, and oblivious to the middle-class ethic of working hard and getting 
ahead. Of course, what the dominant media do not talk about are the social 
conditions that are producing a new generation of youth steeped in despair, 
violence, crime, poverty, and apathy. For instance, to talk about black crime 
without mentioning that the unemployment rate for black youth exceeds 40 
percent in many urban cities, primarily serves to make invisible a major cause 
of youth unrest. Or to talk about apathy among white youth without analyzing 
the junk culture, poverty, social disenfranchisement, drugs, lack of educational 
opportunity, and commodification that shape daily life removes responsibility 
from a social system that often sees youth as simply another market niche.

A failing economy that offers most youth the promise of service sector 
jobs, dim prospects for the future, a world of infinite messages and images 
designed to sell a product or to peddle senseless violence as another TV 
spectacle, in part, constitute the new conditions of youth. In light of radically 
altered social and economic conditions, educators need to fashion alternative 
analyses in order to understand what is happening to our nation’s youth. 
Such a project seems vital in light of the rapidity in which market values and 
a commercial public culture have replaced the ethical referents for devel-
oping democratic public spheres. For example, since the 1970s millions of 
jobs have been lost to capital flight, and technological change has wiped out 
millions more. In the last twenty years alone, the U.S. economy lost more 
than 5 million jobs in the manufacturing sector.32 In the face of extremely 
limited prospects for economic growth over the next decade, schools will be 
faced with an identity crisis regarding the traditional assumption that school 
credentials provide the best route to economic security and class mobility for 
a large proportion of our nation’s youth. As Stanley Aronowitz and I have 
pointed out elsewhere:

The labor market is becoming increasingly bifurcated: organizational and technical 
changes are producing a limited number of jobs for highly educated and trained 
people-managers, scientific and technological experts, and researchers. On the 
other hand, we are witnessing the disappearance of many middle-level white 
collar subprofessions. . . . And in the face of sharpening competition, employers 
typically hire a growing number of low paid, part-time workers. . . . Even some pro-
fessionals have become free-lance workers with few, if any, fringe benefits. These 
developments call into question the efficacy of mass schooling for providing the 
“well-trained” labor force that employers still claim they require.33

Rather than blaming youth for the economic slump, the culture of racially 
coded violence, or the hopelessness that seems endemic to dominant versions 
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of the future, it makes more sense for educators to reexamine the mission of 
the school and the changing conditions of youth in light of these shattering 
shifts in economic and cultural life.

But rethinking the conditions of youth is also imperative in order to re-
verse the mean-spirited discourse of the 1980s, a discourse that has turned 
its back on the victims of American society and has resorted to both blaming 
and punishing them for their social and economic problems. This is evident 
in states such as Michigan and Wisconsin, which subscribe to “Learnfare” 
programs designed to penalize a single mother with a lower food allowance 
if her kids are absent from school. In other states, welfare payments are 
reduced if single mothers do not marry. Micky Kaus, an editor at the New 
Republic, argues that welfare mothers should be forced to work at menial jobs 
and, if they refuse, Kaus suggests that the state remove their children from 
them. Illiterate women, Kaus argues, could work raking leaves.34 There is 
indifference and callousness in this kind of language that now spills over to 
talking about youth. Instead of providing economic and social conditions 
that provide the nation’s youth, especially those who are poor and live on the 
margins of hope, without food, shelter, access to decent education, and safe 
environments, conservatives such as William Bennett, the former Secretary 
of Education, talk about imposing national standards on public schools, 
creating voucher systems that benefit middle class parents, and doing away 
with the concept of the public altogether. There is more at work here than 
simply ignorance and neglect.

It is in the dominant discourse on values that one gets a glimpse of the 
pedagogy at work in the culture of mean-spiritedness. For instance, Bennett 
in his book, The Book of Virtues: A Treasury of Great Moral Stories, finds hope in 
“Old Mr. Rabbit’s Thanksgiving Dinner,” in which the rabbit instructs us that 
there is more joy in being helpful than in being helped. The discourse of 
moral uplift may provide soothing and inspirational help for children whose 
parents send them to private schools, establish trust-fund annuities for their 
future, and connect them to the world of political patronage, but it says almost 
nothing about the culture of compressed and concentrated human suffering 
that many children have to deal with daily in this country. In what follows, I 
want to draw from a number of insights provided by the field of cultural stud-
ies to chart out a different cartography that might be helpful for educators to 
address what might be called the changing conditions of youth.

Framing Youth

The programmed instability and transitoriness characteristically widespread 
among a diverse generation of 18- to 25-year-old youth is inextricably rooted 
in a larger set of postmodern cultural conditions informed by the following 
assumptions: a general loss of faith in the modernist narratives of work and 
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emancipation; the recognition that the indeterminacy of the future warrants 
confronting and living in the immediacy of experience; an acknowledgment 
that homelessness as a condition of randomness has replaced the security, 
if not misrepresentation, of home as a source of comfort and security; an 
experience of time and space as compressed and fragmented within a world 
of images that increasingly undermine the dialectic of authenticity and 
universalism. For many youth, plurality and contingency, whether mediated 
through the media or through the dislocations spurned by the economic 
system, the rise of new social movements, or the crisis of representation and 
authority, have resulted in a world with few secure psychological, economic, 
or intellectual markers. This is a world in which one is condemned to wander 
within and between multiple borders and spaces marked by excess, other-
ness, and difference. This is a world in which old certainties are ruptured 
and meaning becomes more contingent, less indebted to the dictates of 
reverence and established truth. While the circumstances of youth vary across 
and within terrains marked by racial and class differences, the modernist 
world of certainty and order that has traditionally policed, contained, and 
insulated such difference has given way to a shared postmodern culture in 
which representational borders collapse into new hybridized forms of cultural 
performance, identity, and political agency. As the information highway and 
MTV condense time and space into what Paul Virilio calls “speed space,”35 new 
desires, modes of association, and forms of resistance inscribe themselves into 
diverse spheres of popular culture. Music, rap, fashion, style, talk, politics, and 
cultural resistance are no longer confined to their original class and racial 
locations. Middle class white kids take up the language of gangsta rap spawned 
in neighborhood turfs far removed from their own lives. Black youth in the 
urban centers produce a bricolage of style fashioned amid a combination 
of sneakers, baseball caps, and oversized clothing that integrates forms of 
resistance and style later to be appropriated by suburban kids whose desires 
and identities resonate with the energy and vibrancy of the new urban funk. 
Music displaces older forms of textuality and references a terrain of cultural 
production that marks the body as a site of pleasure, resistance, domination, 
and danger.36 Within this postmodern culture of youth, identities merge and 
shift rather than become more uniform and static. No longer belonging to 
any one place or location, youth increasingly inhabit shifting cultural and 
social spheres marked by a plurality of languages and cultures.

Communities have been refigured as space and time mutate into multiple 
and overlapping cyberspace networks. Bohemian and middle class youth 
talk to each other over electronic bulletin boards in coffee houses in North 
Beach, California. Cafes and other public salons, once the refuges of beat-
niks, hippies, and other cultural radicals, have given way to members of the 
hacker culture. They reorder their imaginations through connections to 
virtual reality technologies, and produce forms of exchange through texts 
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and images that have the potential to wage a war on traditional meaning, 
but also run the risk of reducing critical understanding to the endless play 
of random access spectacles.

This is not meant to endorse a Frankfurt School dismissal of popular cul-
ture in the postmodern age. On the contrary, I believe that the new electronic 
technologies with their proliferation of multiple stories and open-ended 
forms of interaction have altered not only the pedagogical context for the 
production of subjectivities, but also how people “take in information and 
entertainment.”37 Produced from the centers of power, mass culture has 
spawned in the name of profit and entertainment a new level of instrumental 
and commodified culture. On the other hand, popular culture offers resis-
tance to the notion that useful culture can only be produced within domi-
nant regimes of power. This distinction between mass and popular culture 
is not meant to suggest that popular culture is strictly a terrain of resistance. 
Popular culture does not escape commodification, racism, sexism, and other 
forms of oppression, but it is marked by fault lines that reject the high/low 
culture divide while attempting to affirm a multitude of histories, experiences, 
cultural forms, and pleasures. Within the conditions of postmodern culture, 
values no longer emerge unproblematically from the modernist pedagogy 
of foundationalism and universal truths, or from traditional narratives based 
on fixed identities with their requisite structure of closure. For many youths, 
meaning is in route, media has become a substitute for experience, and what 
constitutes understanding is grounded in a decentered and diasporic world 
of difference, displacement, and exchanges.

The intersection among cultural studies and pedagogy can be made clearer 
through an analysis of how the pedagogy of Hollywood has attempted in 
some recent films to portray the plight of young people within the conditions 
of a postmodern culture. I will focus on four films: River’s Edge (1986), My 
Own Private Idaho (1991), Slacker (1991), and Juice (1992). These films are 
important as arguments and framing devices that in diverse ways attempt to 
provide a pedagogical representation of youth. These films point to some 
of the economic and social conditions at work in the formation of different 
racial and economic strata of youth, but they often do so within a narrative 
that combines a politics of despair with a fairly sophisticated depiction of the 
alleged sensibilities and moods of a generation of youth growing up amid 
the fracturing and menacing conditions of a postmodern culture. The chal-
lenge for progressive educators is to question how might a critical pedagogy 
be employed to appropriate the more radical and useful aspects of cultural 
study in addressing the new and different social, political, and economic 
contexts that are producing the twenty-something generation. At the same 
time, there is the issue of how a politics and project of pedagogy might be 
constructed to create the conditions for social agency and institutionalized 
change among diverse sectors of youth?
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White Youth and the Politics of Despair

For many youth, showing up for adulthood at the fin de siècle means pull-
ing back on hope and trying to put off the future rather than take up the 
modernist challenge of trying to shape it.38 Popular cultural criticism has 
captured much of the ennui among youth and has made clear that “What 
used to be the pessimism of a radical fringe is now the shared assumption of 
a generation.”39 Cultural studies has helped to temper this broad generaliza-
tion about youth in order to investigate the more complex representations at 
work in the construction of a new generation of youth that cannot be simply 
abstracted from the specificities of race, class, or gender. And yet, cultural 
studies theorists have also pointed to the increasing resistance of a twenty-
something generation of youth who seem neither motivated by nostalgia 
for some lost conservative vision of America nor at home in the New World 
Order paved with the promises of the expanding electronic information 
highway.40 While “youth” as a social construction has always been mediated, 
in part, as a social problem, many cultural critics believe that postmodern 
youth are uniquely “alien,” “strange” and disconnected from the real world. 
For instance, in Gus Van Sant’s film, My Own Private Idaho, the main character, 
Mike, who hustles his sexual wares for money, is a dreamer lost in fractured 
memories of a mother who deserted him as a child. Caught between flash-
backs of Mom shown in 8mm color, and the video world of motley, street 
hustlers and their clients, Mike moves through his existence by falling asleep 
in times of stress only to awake in different geographic and spatial locations. 
What holds Mike’s psychic and geographic travels together is the metaphor of 
sleep, the dream of escape, and the ultimate realization that even memories 
cannot fuel hope for the future. Mike becomes a metaphor for an entire gen-
eration of lower, middle-class youth forced to sell themselves in a world with 
no hope, a generation that aspires to nothing, works at degrading McJobs, 
and lives in a world in which chance and randomness rather than struggle, 
community, and solidarity drive their fate.

A more disturbing picture of white, working class youth can be found in 
River’s Edge. Teenage anomie and drugged apathy are given painful expres-
sion in the depiction of a group of working class youth who are casually told 
by John, one of their friends, that he has strangled his girlfriend, another of 
the group’s members, and left her nude body on the riverbank. The group 
at different times visits the site to view and probe the dead body of the girl. 
Seemingly unable to grasp the significance of the event, the youths initially 
hold off in informing anyone of the murder and with different degrees of 
concern initially try to protect John, the teenage sociopath, from being caught 
by the police. The youths in River’s Edge drift through a world of broken 
families, blaring rock music, schooling marked by dead time, and a general 
indifference to life in general. Decentered and fragmented, they view death 
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like life itself as merely a spectacle, a matter of style rather than substance. 
In one sense, these youth share the quality of being “asleep” that is depicted 
in My Own Private Idaho. But what is more disturbing in River’s Edge is that 
lost innocence gives way not merely to teenage myopia, but to a culture in 
which human life is experienced as a voyeuristic seduction, a video game, good 
for passing time and diverting oneself from the pain of the moment. Despair 
and indifference cancel out the language of ethical discriminations and so-
cial responsibility while elevating the immediacy of pleasure to the defining 
moment of agency. In River’s Edge, history as social memory is reassembled 
through vignettes of 1960s types portrayed as either burned out bikers or as the 
ex-radical turned teacher whose moralizing relegates politics to simply cheap 
opportunism. Exchanges among the young people in River’s Edge appear like 
projections of a generation waiting either to fall asleep or to commit suicide. 
After talking about how he murdered his girlfriend, John blurts out “You do 
shit, it’s done, and then you die.” Another character responds, “It might be 
easier being dead.” To which her boyfriend, a Wayne’s world type, replies, 
“Bullshit you couldn’t get stoned anymore.” In this scenario, life imitates art 
when committing murder and getting stoned are given equal moral weight 
in the formula of the Hollywood spectacle, a spectacle which in the end flat-
tens the complex representations of youth while constructing their identities 
through ample servings of pleasure, death, and violence.

River’s Edge and My Own Private Idaho reveal the seamy and dark side of a 
youth culture while employing the Hollywood mixture of fascination and hor-
ror to titillate the audiences drawn to these films. Employing the postmodern 
aesthetic of revulsion, locality, randomness, and senselessness, youth in these 
films appear to be constructed outside of a broader cultural and economic 
landscape. Instead, they become visible only through visceral expressions of 
psychotic behavior or the brooding experience of a self- imposed comatose 
alienation.

One of the more celebrated white, youth films of the 1990s is Richard 
Linklater’s Slacker. A decidedly low-budget film, Slacker attempts in both form 
and content to capture the sentiments of a twenty-something generation of 
middle-class, white youth who reject most of the values of the Reagan/Bush 
era but have a difficult time imagining what an alternative might look like. 
Distinctly nonlinear in its format, Slacker takes place in a 24-hour time frame 
in the college town of Austin, Texas. Building upon an antinarrative structure, 
Slacker is loosely organized around brief episodes in the lives of a variety of 
characters, none of whom are connected to each other except that each 
provides the pretext to lead the audience to the next character in the film. 
Sweeping through bookstores, coffee shops, auto parts yards, bedrooms, and 
rock music clubs, Slacker focuses on a disparate group of young people who 
possess little hope in the future and drift from job to job speaking a hybrid 
argot of bohemian intensities and new age–pop cult babble.
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The film portrays a host of young people who randomly move from one 
place to the next, border crossers with no sense of where they have come 
from or where they are going. In this world of multiple realities, youth work 
in bands with the name “Ultimate Loser,” talk about being forcibly put in 
hospitals by their parents, and one neopunker attempts to sell a Madonna 
pap smear to two acquaintances she meets in the street. “Check it out, I know 
it’s kind of disgusting, but it’s like sort of getting down to the real Madonna.” 
This is a world in which language is wedded to an odd mix of nostalgia, pop-
corn philosophy, and MTV babble. Talk is organized around comments like: “I 
don’t know . . . I’ve traveled . . . and when you get back you can’t tell whether it 
really happened to you or if you just saw it on TV.” Alienation is driven inward 
and emerges in comments like “I feel stuck.” Irony slightly overshadows a re-
fusal to imagine any kind of collective struggle. Reality seems too despairing 
to care about. This is humorously captured in one instance by a young man 
who suggests: “You know how the slogan goes, workers of the world, unite? We 
say workers of the world, relax?” People talk, but appear disconnected from 
themselves and each other, lives traverse each other with no sense of commu-
nity or connection. There is a pronounced sense in Slacker of youth caught in 
the throes of new information technologies that both contain their aspirations 
while at the same time holding out the promise of some sense of agency.

At rare moments in the films, the political paralysis of narcissistic forms 
of refusal is offset by instances in which some characters recognize the 
importance of the image as a vehicle for cultural production, as a repre-
sentational apparatus that can not only make certain experiences available 
but can also be used to produce alternative realities and social practices. 
The power of the image is present in the way the camera follows characters 
throughout the film, at once stalking them and confining them to a gaze 
that is both constraining and incidental. In one scene, a young man appears 
in an apartment surrounded by televisions that he claims he has had on for 
years. He points out that he has invented a game called a “Video Virus” in 
which through the use of a special technology he can push a button and 
insert himself onto any screen and perform any one of a number of actions. 
When asked by another character what this is about, he answers: “Well, we 
all know the psychic powers of the televised image. But we need to capitalize 
on it and make it work for us instead of working for it.” This theme is taken 
up in two other scenes. In one short clip, a history graduate student shoots 
the video camera he is using to film himself, indicating a self-conscious-
ness about the power of the image and the ability to control it at the same 
time. In another scene which concludes the film, a carload of people, each 
equipped with their Super 8 cameras, drive up to a large hill and they throw 
their cameras into a canyon. The film ends with the images being recorded 
by the cameras as they cascade to the bottom of the cliff in what suggests a 
moment of release and liberation.
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In many respects, these movies largely focus on a culture of white, male 
youth who are both terrified and fascinated by the media, who appear over-
whelmed by “the danger and wonder of future technologies, the banality 
of consumption, the thrill of brand names, [and] the difficulty of sex in 
alienated relationships.”41 The significance of these films rests, in part, in 
their attempt to capture the sense of powerlessness that increasingly affects 
working class and middle class white youth. But what is missing from these 
films along with the various books, articles, and reportage concerning what 
is often called the “Nowhere Generation,” “Generation X,” “13thGen,” or 
“Slackers” is any sense of the larger political, racial, and social conditions 
in which youth are being framed as well as the multiple forms of resistance 
and racial diversity that exists among many different youth formations. What 
in fact should be seen as a social commentary about “dead-end capitalism” 
emerges simply as a celebration of refusal dressed up in a rhetoric of aesthet-
ics, style, fashion, and solipsistic protests. Within this type of commentary, 
postmodern criticism is useful but limited because of its often theoretical 
inability to take up the relationship between identity and power, biography 
and the commodification of everyday life, or the limits of agency in an 
increasingly globalized economy as part of a broader project of possibility 
linked to issues of history, struggle, and transformation.42

In spite of the totalizing image of domination that structures River’s Edge 
and My Own Private Idaho, and the lethal hopelessness that permeates Slacker, 
all of these films provide opportunities for examining the social and cultural 
context to which they refer in order to enlarge the range of strategies and 
understandings that students might bring to them to create a sense of re-
sistance and transformation. For instance, many of my students who viewed 
Slacker did not despair over the film, but interpreted it to mean that “going 
slack” was viewed as a moment in the lives of young people when, with the 
proper resources, offered them a period in which to think, move around 
the country, and chill out in order to make some important decisions about 
their lives. Going slack became increasingly more oppressive as the slack time 
became drawn out far beyond their ability to end or control it. The students 
also pointed out that this film was made by Linklater with his friends with a 
great deal of energy and gusto that offers in itself a pedagogical model for 
young people to take up in developing their own narratives.

Black Youth and the Violence of Race

With the explosion of rap music into the sphere of popular culture and the 
intense debates that have emerged around the crisis of black masculinity, 
the issue of black nationalism, and the politics of black urban culture, it is 
not surprising that the black cinema has produced a series of films about 
the coming of age of black youth in urban America. What is unique about 
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these films is that unlike the black exploitation films of the 1970s which were 
made by white producers for black audiences, the new wave of black cinema 
is being produced by black directors and aimed at black audiences.43 With 
the advent of the 1990s, Hollywood has cashed in on a number of young 
talented black directors such as Spike Lee, Allen and Albert Hughes, Julie 
Dash, Ernest Dickerson, and John Singleton. Films about black youth have 
become big business as exemplified by the fact that in 1991 New Jack City and 
Boys ’N the Hood pulled in over 100 million dollars between them. Largely 
concerned with the inequalities, oppression, daily violence, and diminish-
ing hope that plagues black communities in the urban war zone, the new 
wave of black films has attempted to accentuate the economic and social 
conditions that have contributed to the construction of “black masculinity 
and its relationship to the ghetto culture in which ideals of masculinity are 
nurtured and shaped.”44

Unlike many of the recent films about white youth whose coming of age 
narratives are developed within traditional sociological categories such as 
alienation, restlessness, and anomie, black film productions such as Ernest 
Dickerson’s Juice (1992) depict a culture of nihilism that is rooted directly 
in a violence whose defining principles are homicide, cultural suicide, in-
ternecine warfare, and social decay. It is interesting to note that just as the 
popular press has racialized crime, drugs, and violence as a black problem, 
some of the most interesting films to appear recently about black youth have 
been given the Hollywood imprimatur of excellence and have moved success-
fully as crossover films to a white audience. In what follows, I want to briefly 
probe the treatment of black youth and the representations of masculinity 
and resistance in the exemplary black film, Juice.

Juice (street slang for “respect”) is the story of four young Harlem  African 
American youth who are first portrayed as kids who engage in the usual antics 
of skipping school, fighting with other kids in the neighborhood, clashing 
with their parents about doing homework, and arguing with their siblings 
over using the bathroom in the morning. If this portrayal of youthful inno-
cence is used to get a general audience to comfortably identify with these 
four black youths, it is soon ruptured as the group, caught in a spiraling 
wave of poverty and depressed opportunities, turn to crime and violence 
as a way to both construct their manhood and solve their most immediate 
problems. Determined to give their lives some sense of agency, the group 
moves from ripping off a record store to burglarizing a grocery market to 
the ruthless murder of the store owner and eventually each other. Caught 
in a world in which the ethics of the street is mirrored in the spectacle of TV 
violence, Bishop, Quincy, Raheem, and Steel (Tupac Shakur, Omar Epps, 
Kahalil Kain, and Jermaine Hopkins) decide after watching James Cagney 
go up in a blaze of glory in White Heat to take control of their lives by buying 
a gun and sticking up a neighborhood merchant who once chased them out 
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of his store. Quincy is hesitant about participating in the stickup because he 
is a talented disc jockey and is determined to enter a local deejay contest in 
order to take advantage of his love of rap music and find a place for himself 
in the world.

Quincy is the only black youth in the film who models a sense of agency 
that is not completely caught in the confusion and despair exhibited by his 
three friends. Trapped within the loyalty codes of the street and in the pro-
tection it provides, Quincy reluctantly agrees to participate in the heist. Bad 
choices have major consequences in this typical big city ghetto, and Quincy’s 
sense of hope and independence is shattered as Bishop, the most violent of 
the group, kills the store owner and then proceeds to murder Raheem and 
hunt down Quincy and Steele since they no longer see him as a respected 
member of the group. Quincy eventually buys a weapon to protect himself 
and in the final scene of the film confronts Bishop on the roof where a 
struggle ensues and Bishop plunges to his death. As the film ends, one of 
onlookers tells Quincy “You got the juice,” but Quincy rejects the accolade 
ascribing power and prestige to him and walks away.

Juice reasserts the importance of rap music as the cultural expression of 
imaginable possibilities in the daily lives of black youth. Not only does rap 
music provide the musical score which frames the film, it also plays a pivotal 
role by providing a social context for the desires, rage, and independent 
expression of black, male, artistic expression. For Quincy, rap music offers 
him the opportunity to claim some “juice” among his peers while providing 
him with a context to construct an affirmative identity along with the chance 
for real employment. Music in this context becomes a major referent for 
understanding how identities and bodies come together in a hip-hop culture 
that at its most oppositional moment is testing the limits of the American 
dream. But Juice also gestures, through the direction of Ernest Dickerson, 
that if violence is endemic to the black ghetto its roots lie in a culture of 
violence that is daily transmitted through the medium of television. This is 
suggested in one powerful scene in which the group watches on television 
both the famed violent ending of James Cagney’s White Heat, and the news 
bulletin announcing the death of a neighborhood friend as he attempted 
to rip off a local bar. In this scene, Dickerson draws a powerful relationship 
between what the four youths see on television and their impatience over 
their own lack of agency and need to take control of their lives. As Michael 
Dyson points out:

Dickerson’s aim is transparent: to highlight the link between violence and crimi-
nality fostered in the collective American imagination by television, the consump-
tion of images through a medium that has replaced the Constitution and the 
Declaration of Independence as the unifying fiction of national citizenship and 
identity. It is also the daily and exclusive occupation of Bishop’s listless father, a 
reminder that television’s genealogy of influence unfolds from its dulling effects 
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in one generation to its creation of lethal desires in the next, twin strategies of 
destruction when applied in the black male ghetto.45

While Dyson is right in pointing to Dickerson’s critique of the media, he 
overestimates the importance given in Juice to the relationship between black-
on-black violence and those larger social determinants which black urban 
life both reflects and helps to produce. In fact, it could be argued that the 
violence portrayed in Juice and similar films such as Boys N’ the Hood, New 
Jack City, and especially Menace II Society, “feeds the racist national obsession 
that black men and their community are the central locus of the American 
scene of violence.”46

Although the violence in these films is traumatizing as part of its efforts 
to promote an antiviolence message, it is also a violence that is hermetic, su-
tured, and sealed within the walls of the black urban ghetto. The counterpart 
of this type of violence in controversial, white films such as Reservoir Dogs is 
taken up by most critics as part of an avant garde aesthetic, but the violence in 
the recent wave of black youth films often reinforces for middle-class viewers 
the assumption that such violence is endemic to the black community and 
the only salvation gained in portraying such inner city hopelessness is that 
it be noticed so that it can be stopped from spreading like a disease into the 
adjoining suburbs and business zones that form a colonizing ring around 
black ghettoes. Because films such as Juice do not self-consciously rupture 
dominant stereotypical assumptions that make race and crime synonymous, 
they often suggest a kind of nihilism that Cornel West describes as “the lived 
experience of coping with a life of horrifying meaninglessness, hopelessness 
and (most important) lovelessness.”47

Unfortunately, West’s notion of nihilism is too tightly drawn and while 
it may claim to pay sufficient attention to the loss of hope and meaning 
among black youth, it fails to connect the specificity of black nihilism to the 
nihilism of systemic inequality, calculated injustice, and moral indifference 
that operates daily as a regime of brutalization and oppression for so many 
youth of color and class in this country. Itabari Njeri forcefully captures the 
failure of such an analysis and the problems that films such as Juice, in spite 
of the best intentions of their directors, often reproduce. Commenting on 
another coming-of-age black youth film, Menace II Society, he writes:

The nation cannot allow nearly 50 percent of black men to be unemployed, 
as is the case in many African American communities. It cannot let schools 
systematically brand normal black children as uneducable for racist reasons, or 
permit the continued brutalization of blacks by police, nor have black adults 
take out their socially engendered frustrations on each other and their children 
and not yield despair and dysfunction. This kind of despair is the source of the 
nihilism Cornel West described. Unfortunately, the black-male-as-menace film 
genre often fails to artfully tie this nihilism to its poisonous roots in America’s 
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system of inequality. And because it fails to do so, the effects of these toxic forces 
are seen as causes.48

In both pedagogical and political terms, the reigning films about black youth 
that have appeared since 1990 may have gone too far in producing narra-
tives that employ the commercial strategy of reproducing graphic violence 
and then moralizing about its effects. Violence in these films is tied to a 
self-destructiveness and senselessness that shocks but often fails to inform 
the audience about either its wider determinations or the audience’s pos-
sible complicity in such violence. The effects of such films tend to reinforce 
for white middle-class America the comforting belief that nihilism as both 
a state of mind and a site of social relations is always somewhere else in that 
strangely homogenized social formation known as “black” youth.

Of course, it is important to note that Juice refrains from romanticizing 
violence, just as it suggests at the end of the film that Quincy does not want 
the juice if it means leading a life in which violence is the only capital that has 
any exchange value in African American communities. But these sentiments 
come late and are too underdeveloped. One pedagogical challenge presented 
by these films is for educators and students to theorize why Hollywood is 
investing in films about black youth that overlook the complex representa-
tions that structure African American communities. Such an inquiry can be 
taken up by looking at the work of black feminist film makers such as Julie 
Dash and the powerful and complex representations she offers black women 
in Daughters of the Dust or the work of Leslie Harris, whose film Just Another 
Girl on the IRT challenges the misogyny that structures the films currently 
being made about black, male youth. Another challenge involves trying to 
understand why large numbers of black, urban, male youth readily identify 
with the wider social representations of sexism, homophobia, misogyny, and 
gaining respect at such a high cost to themselves and the communities in 
which they live. Films about black youth are important to engage in order to 
both understand the pedagogies that silently structure their representations 
and how such representations pedagogically work to educate crossover white 
audiences. Most importantly, these films should not be dismissed because they 
are reductionistic, sexist, or one dimensional in their portrayal of the rite of 
passage of black, male youth; at most, they become a marker for understand-
ing how complex representations of black youth get lost in racially coded 
films that point to serious problems in the urban centers but do so in ways 
that erase any sense of viable hope, possibility, resistance, and struggle.

Contemporary films about black youth offer a glimpse into the specific-
ity of otherness, that is, they cross a cultural and racial border and in doing 
so perform a theoretical service in making visible what is often left out of 
the dominant politics of representations. And it is in the light of such an 
opening that the possibility exists for educators and other cultural workers 
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to take up the relationship among culture, power, and identity in ways that 
grapple with the complexity of youth and the intersection of race, class, and 
gender formations.

Combining cultural studies with pedagogical theory would suggest that 
students take these films seriously as legitimate forms of social knowledge that 
reveal different sets of struggles among youths within diverse cultural sites. 
For white youth, these films mimic a coming-of-age narrative that indicts the 
aimlessness and senselessness produced within a larger culture of commercial 
stupefaction; on the other hand, black youth films posit a “not-coming-of-
age” narrative that serves as a powerful indictment of autogenocide among 
African American youths. Clearly, educators can learn from these films and 
in doing so bring these different accounts of the cultural production of youth 
together within a common project that addresses the relationship between 
pedagogy and social justice, on the one hand, and democracy and the struggle 
for equality on the other. Clearly these films suggest that educators need to 
ask new questions, develop new models, and new ways of producing an op-
positional pedagogy that is capable of understanding the different social, 
economic, and political contexts that produce youth differently within varied 
sets and relations of power.

Another pedagogical challenge offered by these films concerns how teach-
ers can address the desires that different students bring to these popular 
cultural texts. In other words, what does it mean to mobilize the desires of 
students by using forms of social knowledge that constitute the contradictory 
field of popular culture? In part, it means recognizing that while students 
are familiar with such texts, they bring different beliefs, political understand-
ings, and affective investments to such a learning process. Hence, pedagogy 
must proceed by acknowledging that conflict will emerge regarding the form 
and content of such films and how students address such issues. For such 
a pedagogy to work, Fabienne Worth argues that “students must become 
visible to themselves and to each other and valued in their differences.”49 
This suggests giving students the opportunity to decenter the curriculum by 
structuring, in part, how the class should be organized and how such films 
can be addressed without putting any one student’s identity on trial. It means 
recognizing the complexity of attempting to mobilize students’ desires as 
part of a pedagogical project that directly addresses representations that af-
fect certain parts of their lives, and to acknowledge the emotional problems 
that will emerge in such teaching.

At the same time, such a pedagogy must reverse the cycle of despair that 
often informs these accounts and address how the different postmodern 
conditions and contexts of youth can be changed in order to expand and 
deepen the promise of a substantive democracy. In part, this may mean using 
films about youth that capture the complexity, sense of struggle, and diversity 
that marks different segments of the current generation of young people. 
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In this case, cultural studies and pedagogical practice can mutually inform 
each other by using popular cultural texts as serious objects of study that 
can be used to address the limits and possibilities that youth face in different 
social, cultural, and economic contexts; equally important is the need to read 
popular cultural texts as part of a broader pedagogical effort to develop a 
sense of agency in students based on a commitment to changing oppressive 
contexts by understanding the relations of power that inform them.

The pedagogical challenge represented by the emergence of a postmodern 
generation of youth has not been lost on advertisers and market research 
analysts. According to a 1992 Roper Organization, Inc. study, the current 
generation of 18–29 year olds has an annual buying power of 125 billion 
dollars. Addressing the interests and tastes of this generation, “McDonald’s, 
for instance, has introduced hip-hop music and images to promote burgers 
and fries, ditto Coca-Cola, with its frenetic commercials touting Coca-Cola 
Classic.”50 Benetton, Esprit, The Gap, and other companies have followed 
suit in their attempts to identify and mobilize the desires, identities, and 
buying patterns of a new generation of youth.51 What appears as a despair-
ing expression of the postmodern condition to some theorists becomes for 
others a challenge to invent new market strategies for corporate interests. In 
this scenario, youth may be experiencing the indeterminacy, senselessness, 
and multiple conditions of postmodernism, but corporate advertisers are 
attempting to theorize a pedagogy of consumption as part of a new way of 
appropriating postmodern differences among youth in different sites and 
locations. The lesson here is that differences among youth matter politically 
and pedagogically, but not as a way of generating new markets or registering 
difference simply as a fashion niche.

What educators need to do is to make the pedagogical more political by 
addressing both the conditions through which they teach and what it means 
to learn from a generation that is experiencing life in a way that is vastly 
different from the representations offered in modernist versions of school-
ing. This is not to suggest that modernist schools do not attend to popular 
culture but they do so on very problematic terms, which often confine it 
to the margins of the curriculum. Moreover, modernist schools cannot be 
rejected outright. As I have shown elsewhere, the political culture of mod-
ernism with its emphasis on social equality, justice, freedom, and human 
agency needs to be refigured within rather than outside of an emerging 
postmodern discourse.52

The emergence of the electronic media coupled with a diminishing faith 
in the power of human agency has undermined the traditional visions of 
schooling and the meaning of pedagogy. The language of lesson plans and 
upward mobility and the forms of teacher authority on which it was based 
has been radically delegitimated by the recognition that culture and power 
are central to the authority/knowledge relationship. Modernism’s faith in 
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the past has given way to a future for which traditional markers no longer 
make sense.

Cultural Studies and Youth: The Pedagogical Issue

Educators and cultural critics need to address the effects of emerging post-
modern conditions on a current generation of young people who appear 
hostage to the vicissitudes of a changing economic order with its legacy of 
diminished hopes, on the one hand, and a world of schizoid images, di-
minishing public spaces and an increasing fragmentation, uncertainty, and 
randomness that structure postmodern daily life on the other. Central to 
this issue is whether educators are dealing with a new kind of student forged 
within organizing principles shaped by the intersection of the electronic 
image, popular culture, and a dire sense of indeterminacy.

What cultural studies offers educators is a theoretical framework for 
addressing the shifting attitudes, representations, and desires of this new 
generation of youth being produced within the current historical, economic, 
and cultural juncture. But it does more than simply provide a lens for resitu-
ating the construction of youth within a shifting and radically altered social, 
technological, and economic landscape; it also provides elements for rethink-
ing the relationship between culture and power, knowledge and authority, 
learning and experience, and the role of teachers as public intellectuals. In 
what follows, I want to point to some of the theoretical elements that link 
cultural studies and critical pedagogy and speak briefly to their implications 
for cultural work.

First, cultural studies is premised on the belief that we have entered a pe-
riod in which the traditional distinctions that separate and frame established 
academic disciplines cannot account for the great diversity of cultural and 
social phenomena that has come to characterize an increasingly hybridized, 
postindustrial world. The university has long been linked to a notion of 
national identity that is largely defined by and committed to transmitting 
traditional, Western culture.53 Traditionally, this has been a culture of exclu-
sion, one which has ignored the multiple narratives, histories, and voices 
of culturally and politically subordinated groups. The emerging prolifera-
tion of diverse social movements arguing for a genuinely multicultural and 
multiracial society have challenged schools that use academic knowledge 
to license cultural differences in order to regulate and define who they are 
and how they might narrate themselves. Moreover, the spread of electroni-
cally mediated culture to all spheres of everyday intellectual and artistic life 
has shifted the ground of scholarship away from the traditional disciplines 
designed to preserve a “common culture” to the more hybridized fields of 
comparative and world literature, media studies, ecology, society and tech-
nology, and popular culture.
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Second, advocates of cultural studies have argued strongly that the role of 
culture, including the power of the mass media with its massive apparatuses 
of representation and its regulation of meaning, is central to understanding 
how the dynamics of power, privilege, and social desire structure the daily 
life of a society.54 This concern with culture and its connection to power has 
necessitated a critical interrogation of the relationship between knowledge 
and authority, the meaning of canonicity, and the historical and social con-
texts that deliberately shape students’ understanding of accounts of the past, 
present, and future. But if a sea change in the development and reception 
of what counts as knowledge has taken place, it has been accompanied by an 
understanding of how we define and apprehend the range of texts that are 
open to critical interrogation and analysis. For instance, instead of connect-
ing culture exclusively to the technology of print and the book as the only 
legitimate academic artifact, there is a great deal of academic work going on 
which analyzes how textual, aural, and visual representations are produced, 
organized, and distributed through a variety of cultural forms such as the 
media, popular culture, film, advertising, mass communications, and other 
modes of cultural production.55

At stake here is the attempt to produce new theoretical models and 
methodologies for addressing the production, structure, and exchange 
of knowledge. This approach to inter/postdisciplinary studies is valuable 
because it addresses the pedagogical issue of organizing dialogue across 
and outside of the disciplines in order to promote alternative approaches 
to research and teaching about culture and the newly emerging technolo-
gies and forms of knowledge. For instance, rather than organize courses 
around strictly disciplinary concerns arising out of English and social stud-
ies courses, it might be more useful and relevant for colleges of education 
to organize courses that broaden students’ understanding of themselves 
and others by examining events that evoke a sense of social responsibility 
and moral accountability. A course on “Immigration and Politics in Fin-de-
Siecle America” could provide a historical perspective on the demographic 
changes confronting America and how such changes are being felt within 
the shifting dynamics of education, economics, cultural identity, and urban 
development. A course on the Los Angeles uprisings could incorporate the 
related issues of race, politics, economics, and education to address the 
multiple conditions underlying the violence and despair that produced 
such a tragic event.

Third, in addition to broadening the terms and parameters of learning, 
cultural studies rejects the professionalization of educators and the alienating 
and often elitist discourse of professionalism and sanitized expertise. Instead, 
it argues for educators as public intellectuals. Stuart Hall is instructive on 
this issue when he argues that cultural studies provides two points of tension 
that intellectuals need to address:
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First, cultural studies constitutes one of the points of tension and change at the 
frontiers of intellectual and academic life, pushing for new questions, new mod-
els, and new ways of study, testing the fine lines between intellectual rigor and 
social relevance. . . .But. secondly . . . cultural studies insists on what I want to call 
the vocation of the intellectual life. That is to say, cultural studies insists on the 
necessity to address the central, urgent, and disturbing questions of a society and 
a culture in the most rigorous intellectual way we have available.56

In this view, intellectuals must be accountable in their teaching for the ways 
in which they address and respond to the problems of history, human agency, 
and the renewal of democratic public life. Cultural studies strongly rejects 
the assumption that teachers are simply transmitters of existing configura-
tions of knowledge. As public intellectuals, academics are always implicated 
in the dynamics of social power through the experiences they organize and 
provoke in their classrooms. In this perspective, intellectual work is incom-
plete unless it self-consciously assumes responsibility for its effects in the 
larger public culture while simultaneously addressing the most profoundly 
and deeply inhumane problems of the societies in which we live. Hence, 
cultural studies raises questions about what knowledge is produced in the 
university and how it is consequential in extending and deepening the pos-
sibilities for democratic public life. Equally important is the issue of how to 
democratize the schools so as to enable those groups who in large measure 
are divorced from or simply not represented in the curriculum to be able 
to produce their own representations, narrate their own stories, and engage 
in respectful dialogue with others. In this instance, cultural studies must 
address how dialogue is constructed in the classroom about other cultures 
and voices by critically addressing both the position of the theorists and the 
institutions in which such dialogues are produced. Peter Hitchcock argues 
forcefully that the governing principles of any such dialogic exchange should 
include some of the following elements:

1) attention to the specific institutional setting in which this activity takes place; 
2) self-reflexivity regarding the particular identities of the teacher and students 
who collectively undertake this activity; 3) an awareness that the cultural identities 
at stake in “other” cultures are in the process-of-becoming in dialogic interaction 
and are not static as subjects; but 4) the knowledge produced through this activity 
is always already contestable and by definition is not the knowledge of the other 
as the other would know herself or himself.57

Fourth, another important contribution of cultural studies is its emphasis 
on studying the production, reception, and use of varied texts, and how 
they are used to define social relations, values, particular notions of com-
munity, the future, and diverse definitions of the self. Texts in this sense do 
not merely refer to the culture of print or the technology of the book, but 
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to all those audio, visual, and electronically mediated forms of knowledge 
that have prompted a radical shift in the construction of knowledge and 
the ways in which knowledge is read, received, and consumed. It is worth 
repeating that contemporary youth increasingly rely less on the technology 
and culture of the book to construct and affirm their identities; instead, they 
are faced with the task of finding their way through a decentered cultural 
landscape no longer caught in the grip of a technology of print, closed 
narrative structures, or the certitude of a secure economic future. The new 
emerging technologies that construct and position youth represent interac-
tive terrains that cut across “language and culture, without narrative require-
ments, without character complexities. . . .Narrative complexity [has given] 
way to design complexity; story [has given] way to a sensory environment.”58 
Cultural studies is profoundly important for educators in that it focuses on 
media not merely in terms of how it distorts and misrepresents reality, but 
also on how media plays “a part in the formation, in the constitution, of the 
things they reflect. It is not that there is a world outside, ‘out there,’ which 
exists free of the discourse of representation. What is ‘out there’ is, in part, 
constituted by how it is represented.”59

I don’t believe that educators and schools of education can address the 
shifting attitudes, representations, and desires of this new generation of youth 
within the dominant disciplinary configurations of knowledge and practice. 
On the contrary, as youth are constituted within languages and new cultural 
forms that intersect differently across and within issues of race, class, gender, 
and sexual differences, the conditions through which youth attempt to nar-
rate themselves must be understood in terms of both the context of their 
struggles and through a shared language of agency that points to a project 
of hope and possibility. It is precisely this language of difference, specificity, 
and possibility that is lacking from most attempts at educational reform.

Fifth, it is important to stress that when critical pedagogy is established as 
one of the defining principles of cultural studies, it is possible to generate a 
new discourse for moving beyond a limited emphasis on the mastery of tech-
niques and methodologies. Critical pedagogy represents a form of cultural 
production implicated in and critically attentive to how power and meaning are 
employed in the construction and organization of knowledge, desires, values, 
and identities. Critical pedagogy in this sense is not reduced to the mastering of 
skills or techniques, but is defined as a cultural practice that must be account-
able ethically and politically for the stories it produces, the claims it makes on 
social memories, and the images of the future it deems legitimate. As both 
an object of critique and a method of cultural production, it refuses to hide 
behind claims of objectivity, and works effortlessly to link theory and practice 
to enabling the possibilities for human agency in a world of diminishing re-
turns. It is important to make a distinction here that challenges the liberal and 
conservative criticism that since critical pedagogy attempts both to politicize 
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teaching and teach politics that it represents a species of indoctrination. By 
asserting that all teaching is profoundly political and that critical educators 
and cultural workers should operate out of a project of social transformation, 
I am arguing that as educators we need to make a distinction between what 
Peter Euben calls political and politicizing education.

Political education, which is central to critical pedagogy, refers to teaching 
“students how to think in ways that cultivate the capacity for judgment essen-
tial for the exercise of power and responsibility by a democratic citizenry. . . .A 
political, as distinct from a politicizing education would encourage students 
to become better citizens to challenge those with political and cultural 
power as well as to honor the critical traditions within the dominant culture 
that make such a critique possible and intelligible.”60 A political education 
means decentering power in the classroom and other pedagogical sites so 
the dynamics of those institutional and cultural inequalities that marginalize 
some groups, repress particular types of knowledge, and suppress critical 
dialogue can be addressed. On the other hand, politicizing education is a 
form of pedagogical terrorism in which the issue of what is taught, by whom, 
and under what conditions is determined by a doctrinaire political agenda 
that refuses to examine its own values, beliefs, and ideological construction. 
While refusing to recognize the social and historical character of its own 
claims to history, knowledge, and values, a politicizing education silences in 
the name of a specious universalism and denounces all transformative prac-
tices through an appeal to a timeless notion of truth and beauty. For those 
who practice a politicizing education, democracy and citizenship become 
dangerous in that the precondition for their realization demands critical 
inquiry, the taking of risks, and the responsibility to resist and say no in the 
face of dominant forms of power.

Conclusion

Given its challenge to the traditional notion of teachers as merely transmitters 
of information and its insistence that teachers are cultural producers deeply 
implicated in public issues, cultural studies provides a new and transforma-
tive language for educating teachers and administrators around the issue of 
civic leadership and public service. In this perspective, teacher education is 
fashioned not around a particular dogma, but through pedagogical prac-
tices which address the changing contexts and conditions for students to 
be critically attentive to the historical and socially constructed nature of the 
locations they occupy within a shifting world of representations and values. 
Cultural studies requires that teachers be educated to be cultural produc-
ers, to treat culture as an activity, unfinished, and incomplete. This suggests 
that they should be critically attentive to the operations of power as it is 
implicated in the production of knowledge and authority in particular and 
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shifting  contexts. This means learning how to be sensitive to considerations 
of power as it is inscribed on every facet of the schooling process.

The conditions and problems of contemporary youth will have to be 
engaged through a willingness to interrogate the world of public politics 
while appropriating modernity’s call for a better world and abandoning its 
linear narratives of Western history, unified culture, disciplinary order, and 
technological progress. In this case, the pedagogical importance of uncer-
tainty and indeterminacy can be rethought through a modernist notion of 
the dream world in which youth and others can shape, without the benefit of 
master narratives, the conditions for producing new ways of learning, engag-
ing, and positing the possibilities for social struggle and solidarity. Critical 
educators cannot subscribe either to an apocalyptic emptiness or to a politics 
of refusal that celebrates the abandonment of authority or the immediacy of 
experience over the more profound dynamic of social memory and moral 
outrage forged within and against conditions of exploitation, oppression, 
and the abuse of power.

The intersection of cultural studies and critical pedagogy offers the pos-
sibilities for educators to confront history as more than simulacrum and 
ethics as something other than the casualty of incommensurable language 
games. Educators need to assert a politics that makes the relationship among 
authority, ethics, and power central to a pedagogy that expands rather than 
closes down the possibilities of a radical democratic society. Within this 
discourse, images do not dissolve reality into simply another text; on the 
contrary, representations become central to revealing the structures of power 
relations at work in the public, schools, society, and the larger global order. 
Pedagogy does not succumb to the whims of the market place in this logic 
nor to the latest form of educational chic; instead, critical pedagogy engages 
cultural studies as part of an ongoing movement towards a shared concep-
tion of justice and a radicalization of the social order. This is a task that not 
only recognizes the multiple relationships between culture and power, but 
also makes critical pedagogy one of its defining principles.
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5
Nymphet Fantasies

Child Beauty Pageants and the Politics of Innocence



Only in a climate of denial could hysteria over satanic rituals at daycare 
centers coexist with a failure to grasp the full extent of child abuse. (More 
than 8.5 million women and men are survivors.) Only in a culture that 
represses the evidence of the senses could child pageantry grow into a $5 
billion industry without anyone noticing. Only in a nation of promiscu-
ous puritans could it be a good career move to equip a six-year-old with 
bedroom eyes.1

The Disappearing Child and the Politics of Innocence

The notion of the disappearing child and the myth of childhood innocence 
often mirror and support each other. Constructed within the myth of inno-
cence, children are often portrayed as inhabiting a world that is untainted, 
magical, and utterly protected from the harshness of adult life. Innocence 
in this scenario not only erases the complexities of childhood and the range 
of experiences different children encounter but it also offers an excuse for 
adults to ignore responsibility for how children are firmly connected to and 
shaped by social and cultural institutions run largely by adults. Innocence 
in this instance makes children invisible except as projections of adult fan-
tasies—fantasies that allow adults to believe that children do not suffer from 
their greed, recklessness, perversions of will and spirit, that they are, in the 
final analysis, unaccountable.2

If innocence provides the moral ethos that distinguishes children from 
adults, the discourse of the disappearing child signals that childhood is being 
threatened by forces that tend to collapse that distinction. For example, in 
cultural critic Neil Postman’s thoroughly modernist view of the world, the elec-
tronic media, especially television, presents a threat to the existence of children 
and the civilized culture bequeathed to the West by the Enlightenment.3 Not 
only does the very character of television—with its fast paced format, sound 
byte worldview, information overload, and narrative  organization—undermine 
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the very possibility for children to engage in critical thinking, but its content 
works to expel images of the child from its programming by both “adultify-
ing” the child and promoting the rise of the “childified” adult.4 But Postman 
is quick to extend his thesis to other spheres and notes, for example, the 
disappearance of children’s clothing, children’s games, the entry of children 
into professional sports, and the increasing willingness of the criminal justice 
system to treat children as miniature adults. Postman’s lament represents less 
a concern with preserving childhood innocence than with bemoaning the 
passing of a world in which high culture is threatened by popular culture, 
and the culture of print loses its hold on a restricted notion of literacy and 
citizenship training. The loss of childhood innocence in this scenario registers 
the passing of a historical and political juncture in which children could be 
contained and socialized under the watchful tutelage of dominant regulatory 
institutions such as the family, school, and church.

Many politicians eager to establish themselves as protectors of childhood 
innocence have also appropriated the specter of the child as an endangered 
species. Numerous politicians, including President Clinton, who, in their 
rush to implement new social and economic policies, hold up children 
as both the inspiration and prime beneficiaries of their reforms. Lacking 
opportunities to vote, mobilize, or register their opinions, young children 
become an easy target and referent in the discourse of moral uplift and so-
cial legitimation. They also become pawns and victims. Far from benefiting 
children, many of the programs and government reforms enacted by Clinton 
and the Republican-led Congress represent what Senator Edward Kennedy 
has called “legislative child abuse.”5 Protecting the innocence of children 
in this case has a direct connection with the disappearing child, though 
not in the sense predicted by Neil Postman. The “draconian” cuts in social 
welfare, it is estimated, will result in eleven million families losing income 
under the new welfare bill, with more than eight million being families with 
children. Moreover, it is predicted that the new welfare reform measure will 
be responsible for moving “2.6 million people, including 1.1 million children, 
into poverty.”6 In this instance, children are indeed disappearing—right into 
the hole of poverty, suffering, and despair.7

Removed from its original concern with the welfare of all children, politi-
cians have little interest in the welfare of kids who are poor and nonwhite. 
Under these circumstances, innocence emerges less as a trope to highlight 
the disappearance of kids than as metaphor for advancing a conservative 
political agenda and a conservative notion of “family values” in which white 
and middle-class children are viewed as more valued and deserving of the 
material resources and cultural goods of the larger society.8 In this selective 
appropriation, innocence turns with a vengeance on its humanitarian im-
pulse: the everyday experience of childhood is held hostage to the realities 
of power and the disingenuous rhetoric of political pragmatism.
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As the rhetoric of child welfare heats up in the public consciousness, inno-
cence is increasingly being redeployed to rearticulate what specific children 
are deserving of entitlements and adult protection and what forces pose a 
threat to such children. Shot through with political and ideological values, 
innocence is not merely selective about which children are endangered 
and need to be protected, it also is used to signal who and what constitutes 
a threat to children.

As the child is increasingly used as a moral yardstick by politicians, the 
popular press, and media, it becomes more difficult for adults to elide re-
sponsibility for what they do to kids. Consequently, childhood innocence 
appears both threatened and threatening. According to popular wisdom, 
the enemies of children are not to be found in the halls of Congress, in the 
poisonous advertisements that commodify and sexualize young children, or 
even in the endless media bashing that blames children for all of society’s 
ills.9 On the contrary, the biggest threat to children is to be found in the child 
molesters, pedophiles, abductors, and others who prey on children in the 
most obscene ways imaginable. In this instance, the discourse of childhood 
innocence does more than produce the rhetoric of political opportunism; it 
also provides the basis for moral panics. Both conservatives and liberals have 
fed off the frenzy of fear associated with a decade of revelations of alleged 
child abuse. Starting with the 1987 McMartin preschool case, a wave of fear-
inspired legislation has swept the nation in order to protect children from 
pedophiles, child molesters, predatory priests and teachers, and anyone else 
who might be labeled as a sexual deviant posing a threat to the innocence of 
children.10 Child abuse in this scenario is reduced to the individual pathology 
of the molester and pedophile, and the fear and anger it arouses is so great 
that the Supreme Court is even willing to suspend certain constitutional 
liberties in order to keep sexual predators locked up even after they finish 
serving their sentences.11

But the issue of widespread child abuse has done more than inspire 
a national fear of child molesters, it also points beyond the language of 
individual pathology to the more threatening issue of how society is treat-
ing its children and opens up the door to questions probing the degree to 
which society has failed to provide children with the security and resources 
necessary to insure their safety and well-being. The most disturbing threat 
to innocence may be child abuse, but it is not a form of abuse that can only 
be assessed through the horrible behavior of sexual predators. Such abuse 
needs to be situated within a broader set of political, economic, and social 
considerations, considerations that probe deeply into the cultural formations 
that not only make children visible markers of humanity and public respon-
sibility but also see children as a menacing enemy, or as merely a market 
to be exploited. The social investment in children’s innocence may be at 
the center of political rhetoric in the halls of Congress, but there are other 
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forces in American society that aggressively breed hatred and disregard for 
children, especially those who are marginalized because of their class, race, 
gender, or status as non–U.S. citizens.

Innocence may have mythic invoking powers, but it also is a marker of 
privilege and discrimination. When Debra McMahon, a vice president for 
Mercer Management Consulting, gleefully asserts that “Kids are the most 
pure consumers you could have. . . .They tend to interpret your ad literally. 
They are infinitely open,” she is focusing on innocence as a weakness for 
manipulating children into consumers, and barely raises an eyebrow about 
the ethical implications of such an act.12 Innocence in this instance becomes 
a metaphor for powerlessness.

In what follows, I want to argue that the central threat to childhood in-
nocence lies not in the figure of the pedophile or sexual predator, but can 
be found in the diminishing public spheres available for children to experi-
ence themselves as critical agents. As cities become increasingly ghettoized 
because of the ravaging effects of deindustrialization, the loss of revenue, 
and white flight, children are left with fewer services to fulfill their needs and 
desires. As the public schools are abandoned or surrendered to the dictates 
of the market, children increasingly find themselves isolated and removed 
from the discourse of community and compassion. As the state is hallowed 
out and only the most brutal state apparatuses remain intact, children have 
fewer opportunities to protect themselves from an adult world that offers 
them dwindling resources, dead-end jobs, and diminished hopes for the 
future.13 At the same time, children are increasingly subjected to social and 
economic forces that exploit them through the dynamics of sexualization, 
commodification, and commercialization throughout vast segments of the 
culture.14

JonBenet, Race, and the Perils of Home

While the concept of innocence may incite adults to publicly proclaim their 
support for future generations, it more often than not protects them from 
the reality of society and the influence they have in contributing to the ever 
increasing impoverishment of children’s lives. Of course, there are often flash 
points in a society that signal that children are in danger and that certain 
elements in the culture pose a threat to their innocence. Conservatives, for 
example, have focused on the dangers to children presented by rap music, 
cinematic violence, and drugs to launch an attack on Hollywood films, the 
fashion world, single teen moms, and what it calls the cultural elite. But rarely 
do conservatives and the dominant press focus on social practices that locate 
the ongoing threats to children at the center of dominant economic, political, 
and cultural institutions. Poverty, racism, sexism, and the dismantling of the 
welfare state do great harm to children and some of the stories exemplifying 
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the effects of these social conditions either do not get reported in the press 
or, if they do, prompt little public discussion and self-examination.

One recent exception can be found in the case of JonBenet Ramsey, the 
six-year-old girl who was found strangled in her wealthy parents’ Boulder, 
Colorado home the day after Christmas. Throughout the first half of 1997, 
the case became a fixation in the press. Major media networks, newspapers, 
and tabloids besieged the public with photographs and television footage 
of JonBenet, dubbed as the slain little beauty queen, posing coquettishly 
in a tight dress, wearing bright red lipstick, her hair a highlighted blonde. 
The JonBenet Ramsey case revealed once again that the media gravitates 
towards victims that fit the dominant culture’s image of itself. Children 
who are white, blond, and middle class are not only invested with more 
humanity, they become emblematic of a social order that banishes from 
consciousness any recognition of abused children who “don’t fit the image 
of purity defiled.”15

Consider the case of a nine-year-old, African American child, labeled in 
the press as Girl X. Girl X was raped, beaten, blinded, and dumped in a 
stairwell in the rundown Cabrini Green Housing Project in Chicago. The 
brutal murder aroused a great deal of publicity in Chicago, but not as much 
as the JonBenet Ramsey investigation. The case was virtually ignored by the 
national media. Race and poverty relegated the case of Girl X to a nonentity. 
But there is something equally disturbing about the JonBenet case. Innocence 
is primarily applied to children who are white and middle class, often tucked 
away in urban townhouses and the safe sanctuaries of segregated suburban 
America. Innocence also mystifies the sexualization and commodifcation of 
young girls who are being taught to identify themselves through the pleasures 
and desires of the adult gaze. The child becomes the principle incitement to 
adult desire, but the pedagogical and commercial practices at work in such 
a construction remain unexamined because they take place within accept-
able cultural forms such as children’s beauty pageants. JonBenet’s murder 
jolts the public because it shatters the assumption that the primary threat 
to innocence lies outside the family in the image of the sexual pervert. The 
death of the young beauty queen raises serious questions about those forces 
at work in the cultural practices and institutions of every day life that organize 
children’s lives, often in ways that undermine the possibility for children to 
enter adulthood free of violence, intimidation, and abuse along the way.

I will argue that the beauty pageant is an exemplary site for examining 
critically how the discourse of innocence mystifies the appropriation of 
children’s bodies in a society that increasingly sexualizes and commodifies 
them. In pursuing this argument, I will examine how the culture of child 
beauty pageants functions as a pedagogical site where children learn about 
pleasure, desire, and the roles they might assume in an adult society. I also 
will examine how such pageants are rationalized, how they are upheld by 
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commercial and ideological structures within the broader society, and how 
they are reproduced, reinforced, and sustained in related spheres such as 
advertising and fashion photography—spheres that also play an important 
role in marketing children as objects of pleasure, desire, and sexuality. Un-
derlying this project is the attempt to challenge such rituals as innocent, to 
reconsider the role they play as part of a broader cultural practice in which 
children are reified and objectified. This is not meant to suggest that all 
child beauty pageants engage in a form of child abuse. Pageants vary in both 
the way they are constructed and how they interact with local and national 
audiences. Moreover, their outcomes are variable and contingent. But as 
sites of representation, identity formation, consumption, and regulation, 
the dominant and assigned meanings attached to these events have to be 
understood in terms of how they articulate and resonate with other cultural 
sites engaged in the production and regulation of youth, the packaging of 
desire, and the sexualized body.

Beauty Pageants and the Shock of the Real

Reality sometimes defies the ideological and institutional forces that attempt 
to keep it at bay. This seems to have been the case during the blitz of media 
coverage following the brutal murder of six-year-old JonBenet Ramsey. On 
one level, JonBenet’s case attracted national attention because it fed into the 
frenzy and moral panic Americans are experiencing over the threat of child 
abuse—fueled by horrific crimes like the kidnap and murder of Polly Klaas in 
California. Similarly, it resonated with the highly charged public campaigns 
by various legislators and citizen groups calling for the death penalty for 
sex offenders such as Jesse Timmendequas, the child molester who killed 
seven-year-old Megan Kanka. On another level, it opened to public scrutiny 
another high-profile example of a child succeeding at the make-believe game 
of becoming an adult. Not unlike Jessica Dubroff, the seven-year-old and 
would-be Amelia Earhart who, while attempting to be the youngest pilot to 
cross the United States, died tragically in a plane crash, JonBenet Ramsey 
also projected the aura of a child with the uncanny ability to present herself 
as an adult. But if the boundary between innocence and impurity, child and 
adult, became blurred in both cases, JonBenet’s notoriety as an object of 
public fascination revealed a dark and seamy element in the culture.

Night after night the major television networks aired videotapes of little 
JonBenet Ramsey wearing tight off-the-shoulder dresses, bright red lipstick, and 
curled, teased, and bleached blond hair pulling a feathered Mardi Gras mask 
almost seductively across her eyes as she sashayed down a runway. Playing the 
role of an alluring sex kitten, JonBenet’s image seemed to belie the assumption 
that the voyeuristic fascination with the sexualized child was confined to the 
margins of society—inhabited largely by freaks and psychopaths.
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The JonBenet Ramsey case revealed not only how regressive notions of 
femininity and beauty are redeployed in this conservative era to fashion the 
fragile identities of young girls, but also how easily adults will project their 
own fantasies onto children, even if it means selling them on the beauty 
block. The JonBenet case offered the public a spectacle in which it became 
both a voyeur and a witness to its refusal to address the broader conditions 
that contribute to the sexualization and commodifcation of kids in the larger 
culture. With the recent attention generated by celebrities such as Roseanne 
and Oprah Winfrey, the general public has come to recognize that child 
abuse often takes place at home and that the image of the child molester 
as strictly an outsider has become less credible. The image of the home as a 
safe space for children was also made problematic as it became clear that the 
Ramsey family imposed their own strange fantasies on their daughter and 
in doing so denied her an identity suitable for a six-year-old. Instead, they 
positioned her within a child beauty pageant culture that stripped her of her 
innocence by blurring the boundary between child and adult. Not allowed 
to be a child, JonBenet was given the unfortunate job of projecting herself 
through a degrading aesthetic that sexualized and commodified her.

Images of six-year-olds cosmetically transformed into sultry, Lolita-like waifs 
are difficult to watch. Such images strike at the heart of a culture beset by a 
deep disturbance in its alleged respect for children and decency. Whereas the 
blame for the often violent consequences associated with this eroticized cos-
tuming is usually placed on young women, the JonBenet Ramsey affair makes 
it difficult to blame kids for this type of objectification and commodifcation. 
The usual demonization and attack on kids in the public mind suggesting they 
are responsible for society’s ills breaks down in this case as it becomes more 
difficult for adults to elide responsibility for what they do to children—their 
own and others.16 Painted up like a miniature Pamela Anderson wannabe, 
JonBenet’s image violently transgresses a sacred responsibility associated with 
protecting the innocence of children. Writ large across the media coverage 
of the JonBenet case was the disturbing implication and recognition that 
childhood innocence is assaulted when children can no longer expect from 
adults “protection . . . consistency and some sort of dignity.”17

The JonBenet Ramsey case prompted an unusual debate in the media and 
national press. Lacking the theoretical tools or political will to analyze the 
institutional and ideological forces in the culture that generate such disre-
gard for children, the media focused on what was often termed “the strange 
subculture of child beauty pageants,” and more often than not suggested 
that the abuse children suffered in such pageants was due to overbearing 
mothers trying to control their daughters’ lives. It seems that if young girls 
are unavailable for scapegoating, their mothers make up for the loss. Rarely 
did the media raise the larger issue of how young girls are being educated 
to function within a limited notion of public life or how such a regressive 
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education for young girls was more often than not the norm rather than 
the exception.

The traditional moral guardians of children’s culture who would censor 
rap lyrics, remove “dangerous” videos and CDs from public circulation, boy-
cott Disney for pro–gay and lesbian labor practices, and empty school libraries 
of many of their classic texts have had little to say about the sexualization of 
young children in a social form as American as apple pie as children’s beauty 
pageants. Amidst the silence by conservatives and the family values crowd, 
liberal and progressive reporters began to raise some important questions. 
For example, CBS anchorman Dan Rather criticized the television networks 
for running the JonBenet tapes on the air, claiming that they amounted to 
nothing less than kiddy porn. Frank Rich wrote a courageous piece in the 
New York Times in which he argued that the “strange world of kids’ pageantry” 
is not a “subculture”—it’s our culture. But as long as we call it a subculture, 
it can remain a problem for somebody else.”18 Richard Goldstein followed 
up Rich’s insights with a three-part series in the Village Voice in which he ar-
gued that the marketing of the sexual child has a long history in the United 
States and the JonBenet case “brings to the surface both our horror at how 
effectively a child can be constructed as a sexual being and our guilt at the 
pleasure we take in such a sight.”19 For Goldstein, the JonBenet case chal-
lenges the American public to confront the actual nature of child abuse which 
is all too often a part of family life and further legitimated in the hateful 
practices of a culture willing to capitalize on children as the new arena for 
the production of pleasure and commodification.

All of these critiques raise valid concerns about the role of child beauty 
pageants and how they produce particular notions of beauty, pleasure, 
and femininity that are as culturally gender specific as they are degrading; 
such criticisms also prompted a debate about the nature of adult needs 
and desires that push kids into pageants, and how such pageants resonate 
with other social practices that “silently” reproduce roles for children that 
undermine the notion of child innocence and reinforce particular forms 
of child abuse. In what follows, I want to examine these issues in detail by 
focusing on the scope and popularity of children’s beauty pageants, what 
they attempt to teach young girls, and the broader commercial forces that 
sustain them. I also want to locate the phenomenon of child beauty pageants 
within a broader and related set of cultural practices, including the world 
of high fashion advertising and the rise of the teenage model in the world 
of high fashion.

Beauty and the Beast: A Genealogy of Child Beauty Pageants

Frank Rich insightfully argues that child beauty pageants represent more 
than a subculture in American society. Ted Cohen, president of World Pag-
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eants Inc, which publishes an international directory of pageants, estimates 
that the pageantry industry represents a billion-dollar-a-year industry, and 
includes such sponsors as Procter and Gamble, Black Velvet, and Hawaiian 
Tropics.20 It is estimated that more than 3,000 pageants a year are held in the 
United States in which more than 100,000 children under the age of twelve 
compete.21 In some cases, children as young as eight months old are entered 
in pageants. California, Florida, and New York hold the most pageants, and 
the number of pageants in the United States appears to be growing, in spite 
of the fact that many contests, especially at the national level, charge con-
testants between $250 and $800 to enter.22

Pageants are a lucrative business. Promoters market pleasure and rake 
in big dividends, with some making as much as $100,000 on each event. 
In addition, child beauty pageants have produced an offshoot of support 
industries, “including costume designers, grooming consultants, interview 
coaches, photographers, and publishers,”23 not to mention the cosmetics 
weight reduction and other “beauty aid industries.” Trade magazines such 
as Pageant Life, which has a circulation of 60,000, offer their readers a range 
of images and advertisements celebrating ideals of femininity, glamour, and 
beauty while marketing young girls in the image of adult drives and desires. 
In some cases, parents invest big money for makeup artists, hair stylists, 
and coaches to teach prepubescent kids particular modeling styles and 
tornado spins.24 One story that appeared in Life magazine in 1994 featured 
Blaire, an eleven-year-old, as a seasoned beauty pageant performer. Blaire’s 
fortunes at winning got better when her mom and dad hired Tony, a voice 
coach and makeup artist, at $40 an hour, to completely redesign her. When 
Blaire’s father was asked why he was so involved with entering Blaire in child 
beauty pageants, he answered: “I am a plastic surgeon only from the neck 
up. I enjoy the beauty of the face. No doubt that’s why I am so involved with 
Blaire.”25 The article reported that “Bruce is captivated by his daughter’s 
beauty but prefers it enhanced: He apologizes to strangers when she is not 
wearing makeup. Some parents have accused Bruce of enhancing Blaire’s 
looks with surgery.”26 Blaire indicates that she loves pageants, which are her 
only interests. The article ends by pointing out that Blaire lacks a child’s 
spontaneity, and then conjectures that she “shows so little offstage emotion 
because she’s so busy editing herself with adults.”27

Blaire’s case may appear to some as a caricature of pageant life narrowly 
depicting parents who push their kids too hard. That is, adults impose their 
own interests and desires on children too small to judge or refuse whether 
they want to actually participate in the pageants. But the popular literature 
on child beauty pageants is replete with such stories. For instance, there are 
endless examples in the media of little girls caked with makeup, adorned in 
dyed, coiffed helmet-like hair, performing childish burlesque-like routines 
under the direction of overbearing parents who seem totally  oblivious to roles 
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they are insisting their children assume.28 There appears to be little concern 
on the part of many of these parents to the possible negative consequences 
of dressing their children up in provocative clothing, capping their teeth, 
putting fake eyelashes on them, and having them perform before audiences 
in a manner that suggests sexuality well beyond their years.

The popular literature that supports the child beauty pageant culture 
lacks any self-consciousness or recognition of the notion that “Sexualized 
images of little girls may have dangerous implications in a world where 
450,000 American children were reported as victims of sexual abuse in 
1993.”29 Trade house magazines such as Pageant Life and Babette’s Pageant 
and Talent Gazette are filled with ads sponsored by companies such as Ha-
waiian Tropic in which toddlers strike suggestive poses. Full-page spreads 
of contest finalists often include young girls ranging from two-year-old 
to twenty-four-year-old adult contestants. All of the entrants are defined 
by the same aesthetic. The makeup, pose, smile, and hairstyles of the 
six-year-olds are no different from those of the much older contestants. 
Within the beauty pageant aesthetic, the line between children and adults 
is blurred, and all of the images depict the cool estrangement of sexual 
allure that has become a trademark in the commodities industries. In 
addition, the magazine is filled with ads addressing prepubescent youth 
that hawk pageant and talent clothes from designers such as “Hollywood 
Babe” and “Little Starlet Fashions”—with many ads invoking the warning 
“Don’t Be Left Behind.”30 All the prepubescent children portrayed in the 
magazines I examined between 1992 and 1997 are dressed suggestively, 
wearing shocking red lipstick and teased hair, and with few exceptions, 
are white. Success stories for the younger age set (four- to eight-year-olds) 
consistently focused on the thrill of competition, winning titles, and the 
successful modeling careers of the pageant winners.

Parents and sponsors who participate in these pageants often respond to 
public criticisms by arguing that the press overreacted to JonBenet Ramsey’s 
death by unfairly focusing on the beauty pageant as somehow being impli-
cated in her murder. Others legitimate the child beauty pageant culture as 
a productive route to get their kids into lucrative careers such as modeling, 
or to win college scholarships, financial awards, and other prizes. The most 
frequently used rationale for defending pageants is that they build self-esteem 
in children, “help them to overcome shyness, and [teach them how] to grow 
up.”31 One pageant director in Murrieta, California, refuted the criticism that 
pageants are detrimental for young girls. She argued that “many young girls 
look at pageants as a protracted game of dress up, something most young girls 
love.”32 Another pageant participant, Pam Griffin, whose daughter trained 
JonBenet Ramsey, remarked that “more girls are trying pageants after seeing 
how much fun JonBenet had.”33 Even Vogue reporter, Ellen Mark, concluded 
that most kids who participate in beauty pageants end up as success stories. 
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The reason for their success, according to Mark, is that “pageants made them 
feel special. . . .Little girls like to look pretty.”34

Appropriating the discourse of liberal feminism, this argument is often 
associated with attributes affirming self-direction, autonomy, and a strong 
competitive spirit. But what is often missing from such critiques is the rec-
ognition that self-esteem is being defined within a very narrow standard of 
autonomy, one that appears impervious to how gender is continually made 
and remade on the body within a politics of appearance that is often reduced 
to the level of a degrading spectacle. Self-esteem in this context means 
embracing rather than critically challenging a gender code that rewards 
little girls for their looks, submissiveness, and sex appeal. Coupled with the 
ways in which the broader culture, through television, music, magazines, 
and advertising, consistently bombards young girls with a sexualized ideal 
of femininity “from which all threatening elements have been purged,”35 
self-esteem often becomes a euphemism for self-hatred, rigid gender roles, 
and powerlessness.

There is a certain irony in appropriating the language of self-esteem in de-
fending child beauty pageants, especially since the latter provide young chil-
dren with standards of beauty that one of 40,000 young women will actually 
meet. Must we ask what’s wrong with young girls wanting to become fashion 
models (a la Kate Moss) who increasingly look as if they will never grow up, 
and for whom beauty is not only defined by the male gaze but appears to be 
one of the few requisites to enter “into the privileged male world”?36 Naomi 
Wolf is right in arguing that the problem with linking standardized notions of 
sexualized beauty to self-esteem is that it doesn’t present young girls or adult 
women with many choices, especially when issues regarding sexual pleasure 
and self-determination are held hostage to notions of femininity in which it 
becomes difficult for women to grow up and express themselves in a variety 
of public spaces.37 Moreover, on the other side of the cheap glamorization 
of the waif-child as the fashion icon of beauty is the reality of a patriarchal 
society in which the nymphet fantasy reveals a “system by which men impose 
their authority on women and children alike.”38

In short, rarely do the defenders of child beauty pageants comment 
critically about the consequences of stealing away a child’s innocence by 
portraying her in the suggestive pose of a sexualized nymphet. Once again, 
little is said about what children are actually learning in pageants, how a child 
might see herself and mediate her relationship to society when her sense of 
self-worth is defined largely through a notion of beauty that is one-dimen-
sional and demeaning. Nor does there seem to be much self-reflection on 
the part of parents and other pageant participators in allowing children to 
be sponsored by corporations. The pedagogical message that often informs 
such relations is that the identities of the young girls who enter the pageants 
become meaningful only when tied to the logic of the market. What a young 
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girl learns in this case is that “in order to enter [the] contest she must rep-
resent someone other than herself.”39

Unlike pageants that took place ten or fifteen years ago, pageants now offer 
bigger prizes and are backed by corporate sponsors, especially the national 
pageants. Moreover, as the commercial interests and level of investment in 
such pageants have risen, so has the competitive nature of the pageants along 
with the hype and glitzy nature of the spectacle. V. J. LaCour, publisher of 
Pageant Life and a firm supporter of child beauty pageants, thinks that many 
parents have resorted to makeup and other “extreme” measures because 
“the parents are trying to get a competitive edge.”40 In some cases, parents 
resort to measures mentally punitive and physically cruel to get their kids to 
perform “properly.” Lois Miller, owner of the Star Talent Management in Al-
lentown, Pennsylvania, reports that she has “seen parents who have pinched 
their children for messing up their dress or not looking appropriate or not 
wiggling enough or not throwing kisses.”41 Parents often respond to such 
criticisms by claiming that their kids are doing exactly what they want to 
do and enjoy being in the pageants. This argument appears strained when 
parents enter children as young as eight months old into pageants, or when 
parents decide, as reported in Money magazine, that their four-year-old child 
needed a talent agent in order to ensure that she made the right connections 
outside of the beauty pageants.

Sixty Minutes, the television program highly acclaimed for its investiga-
tive reporting, aired a segment on child beauty pageants on May 18, 1997 
in the aftermath of the JonBenet Ramsey controversy. The premise of the 
program, announced by Morley Safer at the beginning of the segment, was 
to explore if “child beauty pageants exploit children to satisfy ambitions of 
parents, mothers.” In order to provide a historical perspective on such pag-
eants, Sixty Minutes aired cuts from child beauty pageants that had been seen 
on the program in 1977 and then presented videotaped shots of JonBenet 
and other children performing in a recent pageant. The contrast was both 
obscene and informative. The children in the 1977 pageants wore little girl 
dresses, ribbons in their hair, and embodied a kind of childlike innocence in 
their appearance as they displayed their little girl talents—singing, tap, and 
baton twirling. Not so with the JonBenet pageant shots. The contestants did 
not look like little girls, but rather coquettish, young women whose talents 
were reduced to their ability to move suggestively across the stage. Clearly, 
as Morley Safer indicated, “By today’s beauty pageant standards, innocence 
seems to have vanished.” To prove his point, he then asked one of the stage 
mothers who had appeared in the 1977 program what she thought of today’s 
pageants. She responded that she recently went to a child beauty pageant 
and “walked in the door and walked out. It was disgusting to see the beaded 
dresses and blown up hair on kids.” Sixty Minutes’s take on child beauty 
pageants was critical, yet it failed to consider the broader social practices, 
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representations, and relations of power that provide the context for such 
pageants to flourish in the United States. Nor did it analyze the growing 
popularity of the pageants as part of a growing backlash against feminism 
reproduced in the media, culture, and fashion industries as well as in a 
growing number of conservative economic and political establishments.42 
What Morley Safer was clear about was the assumption that the root of such 
abuse towards children was to be placed squarely on the shoulders of overly 
ambitious and exploitative mothers.

But the feminist backlash has not stopped more informed criticisms 
from emerging. For example, some child psychologists argue that the in-
tense competition at pageants along with the nomadic lifestyle of traveling 
from one hotel to another when school is not in session makes it difficult 
for young children to make friends and puts them at risk for developing a 
number of problems in their social interactions with other children. Other 
child specialists argue that it is developmentally inappropriate to “teach a 6 
year old to pose like a 20 year old model as it is to allow her to drive [and] 
drink alcohol.”43 Of course, there is also the stress of the competition and 
the danger of undermining a child’s self-confidence, especially when they 
lose, if the message they receive is that how they look is the most important 
aspect of who they are. Renowned psychologist David Elkind argues that 
parents used to be concerned with the ethical behavior of kids. A decade 
ago, when kids got home from school their parents asked them if they were 
good. Now parents are fearful that their kids will be losers because of the 
new economic realities of downsizing and deindustrialization. Marly Harris 
writes that the “massive restructuring of the economy creates a winner-take-all 
society in which parents believe that if kids don’t end up as one of the few 
winners they will join the ranks of the many losers.”44 The question kids get 
when they come home in the nineties is no longer “Have you been good?”, 
but “Did you win?” Another criticism is that the money spent on child pag-
eants by parents, up to $10,000 per child in a year in some cases, could be 
invested in more productive ways for kids. Not the least of which could be a 
saving plan established to help young people alleviate the cost of a college 
education. Not only are kids objectified in this scenario, but the attributes 
accentuated in defining their identities and self-esteem offer them limited 
opportunities to develop and express themselves.

In spite of such criticisms, child beauty pageants are enormously popular 
in the United States and their popularity is growing; moreover, they have 
their defenders.45 In part, such popularity can be explained by their poten-
tial to make money for promoters, but there is more to the story. Children’s 
beauty contests also represent places where the rituals of small town America 
combine with the ideology of mass consumer culture. Pageants with titles 
such as “Miss Catfish Queen” and “Miss Baby Poultry Princess” along with 
“The Snake Charmer Queen Ritual Competition” suggest that such  rituals 
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are easily adapted to “local meanings and familiar symbols, values, and 
aesthetics—those relevant to the producers, performers, and consumers of 
the contest.”46 Such rituals are easy to put on, are advertised as a legitimate 
form of family entertainment, resonate powerfully with dominant Western 
models of femininity, beauty, and culture, and play a crucial role at the lo-
cal and national levels of reproducing particular notions of citizenship and 
national identity. As American as apple pie, child beauty pageants are often 
embraced as simply good, clean entertainment and defended for their civic 
value to the community. Moreover, while adult beauty contests such as the 
annual Miss America pageant have been the object of enormous amounts of 
feminist criticism,47 few academics and cultural critics have focused on child 
beauty pageants as a serious object of cultural analysis.48

Beyond the Politics of Child Abuse

Any attempt to challenge the sexist practices and abuses at work in children’s 
beauty pageants must begin with the recognition that pageants represent 
more than trivial entertainment. Not only do such pageants occupy a repu-
table public space in which preadolescent girls are offered particular subject 
positions and identities, they also suggest the degree to which viable public 
spheres are diminishing for children. As public funding decreases, support 
services dry up, and extracurricular activities are eliminated from schools 
because of financial shortages, young people find themselves in a society in 
which there are very few decommodified public spheres for them to identify 
with and experience. As market relations expand their control over public 
space, corporations increasingly provide the public spheres for children to 
experience themselves as consuming subjects and commodities with limited 
opportunities to learn how to develop their full range of intellectual and 
emotional capacities to be critical citizens.

While many progressives are well aware that the struggle over culture is 
tantamount to the struggle over meaning and identity, it is also important to 
recognize that any viable cultural politics must also locate specific cultural 
texts within wider semiotic, material, and social relations of power that shape 
everyday life. Understood within a broader set of relations, children’s beauty 
pageants become an important object of critical analysis for a number of 
reasons. First, the conservative and rigid gender roles that are legitimated 
at many child beauty pageants must be analyzed both in terms of the spe-
cific ideologies they construct for children, and how these ideologies find 
expression in other parts of the culture. This suggests that the values and 
dominant motifs that shape beauty pageants gain their meaning and appeal 
precisely because they find expression in related cultural spheres throughout 
American society. For instance, by examining how the ideologies at work 
in beauty pageants circulate in advertising campaigns such as those used 
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by Calvin Klein or in the increasing use of advertising that represents the 
ideal modern American female as young, anorexic, sexually alluring, and 
available, it becomes clear that the processes at work in the sexualization 
and commodifcation of young children are not altogether different from 
the social relations that take place in other sites in which the bodies and 
body parts of young girls are used to market desire and sell commodities. 
What often makes such connections untenable in the public eye is that in-
nocence as a trope for doing what is best for children is appropriated by 
beauty pageants in the name of dominant family values even though it is 
precisely in its name that practices that might be seen in other contexts as 
abusive to children are defined within the dominant culture as simply good, 
clean, family entertainment.

Whereas in advertisements for Calvin Klein’s Obsession or his more recent 
jean ads, innocence becomes a fractured sign and is used unapologetically to 
foreground children as the objects of desire and adults as voyeurs. Innocence 
in this instance feeds into enticing images of childlike purity as it simultane-
ously sexualizes and commodifies them. Sexualizing children may be the 
final frontier in the fashion world and it can be seen in the rise of models 
such as Kate Moss who portray women as waifs—stick-like, expressionless, 
and blank-eyed.49 Or it simply makes celebrities out of teenage models and 
film stars such as Ivanka Trump and Liv Tyler, who are left wondering in 
their waning teen years if they are too old to have a career in those culture 
industries that reduce a woman’s talents to illusive and short-lived standards 
of desire, sexuality, and beauty. What connects the beauty pageants to the 
world of advertising and fashion modeling is that young girls are being taught 
to become little women while in the adult society women are being taught 
to assume the identities of powerless, child-like waifs. In this instance, Lolita 
grows up only to retreat into her youth as a model for what it means to be a 
woman.50 Innocence reveals a dark quality in these examples and suggests 
not only that youth are being assaulted across a variety of public spaces but 
that their identities, especially those of young women, are being appropri-
ated in different ways in diverse public sites for the high pleasure quotient 
they evoke in satisfying adult desires and needs.

As an ethical referent, innocence humanizes the child and makes a claim 
on adults to provide them with security and protection. But innocence gains 
its meaning from a complex set of semiotic, material, and social registers. 
And the reality of what is happening to children in cultural spheres as seem-
ingly unrelated as child beauty pageants and the world of advertising and 
fashion modeling suggests how vulnerable children actually are to learning 
the worse social dimensions of our society: misogyny, sexism, racism, and 
violence. Innocence needs to be understood dialectically as a metaphor that 
is subject to diverse appropriations and whose effects can be both positive 
and devastating for children. If innocence is to become a useful category for 
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social analysis, the term must be treated as an ideological practice that can 
only be understood politically and ethically through the ways in which it is 
represented and used within everyday life as it is shaped in the intersection of 
language, representations, and the technologies of power. Central to such a 
task is the need to address why, how, and under what conditions the market-
ing of children’s bodies increasingly permeates diverse elements of society. 
Similarly, the answer to such a task demands uncovering not only the political 
and ideological interests and relations of power at work in such processes 
but also the actual ways in which cultural practices influence how children 
and adults learn about themselves and their relationship to others.

Innocence becomes both a mystifying ideology and a vehicle for com-
mercial profit. In the first instance, innocence is a highly charged term for 
promoting moral panics in the popular imagination by pointing to pedo-
philes and sexual perverts as the most visible threat to children in our society. 
Such a restricted notion of innocence fails to understand how child abuse 
connects and works its way through the most seemingly benign of cultural 
spheres such as the beauty pageant. Under such circumstances, the beauty 
pageant is not only ignored as a serious object of social analysis, it is dismissed 
as simply a subculture. Innocence in this case protects a particular notion 
of family values that is class specific and racially coded. Moreover, it offers 
no language for understanding how the conditions under which children 
learn in specific sites such as the beauty pageant resonate and gain legitimacy 
through their connection to other cultural sites.

In the second instance, innocence falls prey to the logic of the market and 
the successful pedagogical operations of consumerism. The myth of inno-
cence is increasingly appropriated through a transgressive aesthetics in which 
children provide the sexualized bait that creates images and representations 
that tread close to the border of pornography. In this scenario, children’s 
sense of play and social development are transformed through marketing 
strategies and forms of consumer education that define the limits of their 
imaginations, identities, and sense of possibility while providing through the 
electronic media a “kind of entertainment that subtly influence the way we 
see [children], ourselves, and our communities.”51

Concerned educators, parents, and activists must begin to challenge 
and counter such representations, ideologies, and social practices as part 
of a cultural politics that makes issues of pedagogy and power central to its 
project. This means taking seriously how beauty pageants and other popular 
cultural sites position children in terms of how they are taught to think of 
themselves through the images, values, and discourses offered to them.52 It 
also means expanding our understanding of how pedagogy is played out on 
the bodies of young children in pageants and how this pedagogical practice 
resonates with what children are taught in other cultural spheres. Central to 
such a challenge is the political necessity for educators and other cultural 
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workers to pressure schools and other educational sites to treat popular 
culture as a serious object of analysis in the curriculum so kids and adults 
can learn how to both demystify such images and learn the knowledge and 
skills that enable them to be cultural producers capable of creating public 
spheres informed by representations that honor and critically engage their 
traditions and experiences. In ideological terms, it is crucial that forms of 
cultural pedagogy be developed that provide students and others with texts, 
resources, and performative strategies that provide a complex range of sub-
ject positions that they can address, inhabit, mediate, and experiment with. 
Developing pedagogical practices and theoretical discourses that address 
how the operations of power work in sites such as beauty pageants also sug-
gests teaching students and adults how to organize social movements at the 
local and national levels to pressure and boycott companies that engage in 
abusive practices toward children. Underlying this merging of the political 
and the pedagogical is the overt “political” goal of “enabling people to act 
more strategically in ways that may change their context for the better”53 and, 
“pedagogically,” finding ways for diverse groups to work together to transform 
popular public spheres into educational sites that address social problems 
by way of democratic, rather than merely market, considerations.

In short, the socialization of children must be addressed within a larger 
discourse about citizenship and democracy, one that resists what Adorno calls 
the “obscene merger of aesthetics and reality.”54 What Adorno means here is 
precisely the refutation of those ideologies and social practices that attempt to 
subordinate, if not eliminate, forms of identity that are fundamental to public 
life to an economy of bodies and pleasures that is all surface and spectacle. 
Such a discourse not only calls into question the conditions under which kids 
learn, what they learn, and how it shapes their identities and behavior; it also 
raises questions about the material and institutional relations of power that are 
fundamental for maintaining the integrity of public life—a condition that is es-
sential for all children to learn to be critical participants in the shaping of their 
lives and the larger social order. Child abuse comes in many forms, and it has 
become a disturbing feature of American society. The current assault being waged 
on children through retrograde policy, the dismantling of the welfare state, 
and the pervasive glut of images that cast children as the principle incitements 
to adult desire suggest that democracy is in the throes of a major crisis. Surely, 
if democracy is to carry us forward into the next century, it will be based on a 
commitment to improving the lives of children, but not within the degrading 
logic of a market that treats their bodies like a commodity and their futures as a 
tradeoff for capital accumulation. On the contrary, critical educators and other 
progressives need to create a cultural vision along with strategies of understand-
ing, representation, and transformation informed by “the rhetoric of political, 
civic, and economic citizenship.”55 The challenge to take up that commitment 
has never been so strained and never so urgent to confront and carry out.
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6
Disposable Youth and the Politics 

of Domestic Militarization
Mis/Education in the Age of Zero Tolerance



There is growing evidence in American life that citizenship is being further 
emptied of any critical social and political content. Of course, citizenship 
itself is a problematic and contested concept; even in its best moments histori-
cally, when it was strongly aligned with concerns for human rights, equality, 
justice, and freedom as social provisions, it never completely escaped from 
the exclusionary legacies of class, gender, and racial inequality.1 Yet, in spite of 
such drawbacks, social citizenship contained, even within the watered down 
version characteristic of liberal democracy, the possibility for both reflecting 
critically upon its own limitations and implementing the promises of radical 
democracy. Accentuating the importance of public issues, social citizenship 
provided a referent, however limited, for individuals to think of themselves 
as active citizens and not merely taxpayers and homeowners. Moreover, as 
the site of many diverse struggles, citizenship often foregrounded models of 
political agency in which people were encouraged to address public issues 
that would benefit the larger collective good. Substantive citizenship also 
recognized that for democracy to work, individuals must feel a connection 
with each other that transcends the selfishness, competitiveness, and brutal 
self-interests unleashed by an ever-expanding market economy. In this con-
text, the state was forced at times to offer a modicum of social services and 
forums designed to meet basic social needs. State-supported social provi-
sions paralleled modest efforts to affirm public goods such as schools and 
to provide public spaces in which diverse individuals had the opportunity 
to debate, deliberate, and acquire the know-how to be critical and effective 
citizens. This is not meant to suggest that before neoliberalism’s current 
onslaught on all things public that liberal democratic culture encouraged 
widespread critical thinking and inclusive debate. On the contrary, liberal 
democracy offered little more than the swindle of formalistic, ritualized de-
mocracy, but at least it contained a “referent” for addressing the deep gap 
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between the promise of a radical democracy and the existing reality. With the 
rise of neoliberalism, referents for imagining even a weak democracy, or for 
that matter understanding the tensions between capitalism and democracy, 
which animated political discourse for the first half of the twentieth century, 
appear to be overwhelmed by market discourses, identities, and practices. 
Democracy has now been reduced to a metaphor for the alleged “free” mar-
ket. It is not that a genuine democratic public space once existed in some 
ideal form and has now been corrupted by the values of the market, but that 
these democratic public spheres, even in limited forms, seem to no longer 
be animating concepts for making visible the contradiction and tension 
between what Jacques Derrida refers to as the reality of existing democracy 
and “the promise of a democracy to come.”2

With the advent of neoliberalism, corporate culture has made efforts 
to privatize all things social, stripping citizenship of its emancipatory pos-
sibilities. As a result, the state has been hollowed out as its police functions 
increasingly overpower and mediate its diminishing social functions. Con-
sequently, the government at all levels is largely abandoning its support for 
child protection, healthcare for the poor, and basic social services for the 
aged.3 The government is now discounted as a means of addressing basic 
economic, educational, environmental, and social problems. Market-based 
initiatives are touted as the only avenue for resolving issues such as unemploy-
ment, education, housing, and poverty. Public goods are now disparaged in 
the name of privatization, and those public forums in which association and 
debate thrive are being replaced by what Paul Gilroy calls an “infotainment 
telesector” industry driven by dictates of the marketplace.4

Consumerism increasingly drives the meaning of citizenship as the prin-
ciples of self-preservation and self-interest sabotage political agency, if not 
public life itself. As the public sector is remade in the image of the market, 
commercial values replace social values and the spectacle of politics gives 
way to the politics of the spectacle. For example, in the summer of 2000 the 
prime time entertainment hit Survivor drew an audience of over 50 million 
viewers in its final show, twice the amount of those viewers who tuned in 
on the best night to watch either the Republican or Democratic national 
party conventions. New “reality”-staged TV spectacles, with their aggressive 
celebration of individualism, competitiveness, and social Darwinism do more 
than mimic the market and put into place notions of agency that assist the 
transformation of the political citizen into a consumer. They also signify the 
death of those public forums where private troubles can be translated into 
public concerns by gradually displacing those noncommodified spaces that 
offer resources and possibilities for resisting the dissolution of civic culture, 
democratic politics, and social citizenship itself. This is not to suggest that 
neoliberalism’s celebration of commercial and hyperindividualism simply 
turns everybody into a customer or merely expresses itself in the rise of a 
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sensation-seeking public searching for relief from its alienation and boredom 
in mass-produced spectacles. But it does create, on the whole, a depoliticized 
citizenry by drastically limiting not only the access to, but also the capacity 
for imagining those public spheres and democratic cultures that might of-
fer the skills, knowledge, and values necessary to engage human suffering, 
define responsible public action as an enabling quality, and provide public 
forums, spaces, and events “where the occupants of different residential areas 
[can] meet face-to-face, engage in casual encounters, accost and challenge 
one another, talk, quarrel, argue or agree, lifting their private problems to 
the level of public issues and making public issues into matters of private 
concerns.”5

In what follows, I want to examine the social and political costs neoliberal 
and neoconservative policies are exacting on a generation of youth who 
increasingly are being framed as a generation of suspects. In addressing the 
interface between youth and public policy, especially the rapid growth of zero 
tolerance policies within public schools, I consider some broader questions 
about how the growing popular perception of youth as a threat to public life 
is connected to the collapse of public discourse, the increasing militarization 
of public space, and the rise of a state apparatus bent on substituting polic-
ing functions for social services. I then examine the implications these shifts 
in public discourse have for rethinking the relationship between pedagogy, 
political agency, and the imperatives of an energized and vibrant culture 
and radical democracy.

Privatizing and Commodifying Youth

In the summer of 2000, The New York Times Sunday Magazine ran two major 
stories on youth within a three-week period between the latter part of July 
and the beginning of August. The stories are important because they sig-
nify not only how youth fare in the politics of representation but also what 
identifications are made available for them to locate themselves in public 
discourse. The first article to appear, “The Backlash Against Children” by Lisa 
Belkin, is a feature story forecasted on the magazine’s cover with a visually 
disturbing, albeit familiar, close-up of a young boy’s face. The boy’s mouth 
is wide open in a distorted manner, and he appears to be in the throes of a 
tantrum. The image goes right to that subliminal place that conjures up the 
ambiguities adults feel in the presence of screaming children, especially when 
they appear in public places, such as R-rated movies or upscale restaurants, 
where their presence is seen as an intrusion on adult life. The other full-page 
image that follows the opening text is even more grotesque, portraying a 
young boy dressed in a jacket and tie with chocolate cake smeared all over 
his face. His hands, covered with the gooey confection, reach out towards 
the viewer, capturing the child’s mischievous attempt to grab some hapless 
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adult by the lapels and add a bit of culinary dash to his or her wardrobe. 
The images match the text.

According to Belkin, a new movement is on the rise in American culture, 
one founded by individuals who don’t have children, militantly describing 
themselves as “child free,” and who view the presence of young people as an 
intrusion on the private space and their rights. Belkin charts this growing 
phenomenon with the precision of an obsessed accountant. She commences 
with an ethnographic account of thirty-one-year-old California software com-
puter consultant Jason Gill, who is looking for a new place to live because 
the couple who have moved in next door to him have a new baby and he 
can hear “every wail and whimper.” Even more calamitous for the yuppie 
consultant, the fence he replaced to prevent another neighbor’s children 
from peering through at him is now used by the kids as a soccer goal, “often 
while Gill is trying to read a book or have a quiet glass of wine.”6 But Belkin 
doesn’t limit her analysis to such anecdotal evidence, she also points to the 
emergence of national movements such as an organization called No Kid-
ding!, which sets up social events only for those who remain childless. She 
reports that No Kidding! had only two chapters in 1995 but has 47 today. In 
addition, she comments on the countless number of online “child-free” sites 
with names like “Brats!” and a growing number of hotels that do not allow 
children under 18 unless they are paying guests.7

Of course, many parents and nonparents alike desire, at least for a short 
time, a reprieve from the often chaotic space of children, but Belkin takes 
such ambivalences to new heights. To be sure, her real ambition has very little 
to do with providing a space for adult catharsis. Rather it is to give public voice 
to a political and financial agenda captured by Elinor Burkett’s The Baby Boon: 
How Family-Friendly America Cheats the Childless—an agenda designed to expose 
and rewrite governmental policies that relegate “the Childless to second-class 
citizens.”8 Included in Burkett’s laundry list of targets are: the federal tax 
code and its dependent deductions, dependent care credits, child tax credits 
among “dozens of bills designed to lighten the tax burden of parents” and, 
“most absurd of all,” an executive order prohibiting discrimination against 
parents in all areas of federal employment. Her position is straightforward 
enough: to end “fancy” benefits (e.g., on-site childcare and health insurance 
for dependents) which privilege parents at the expense of the childless and to 
bar discrimination on the basis of family status. “Why not make it illegal to 
presuppose that a nonparent is free to work the night shift or presuppose 
that nonparents are more able to work on Christmas than parents?” Burkett 
demands.9 Indeed, in an era marked by zero tolerance policies, why should 
the government provide any safety nets for the nation’s children at all? Why 
should whole communities be taxed to pay for the education and health of 
other people’s children? In the face of such irresponsible claims, it seems all 
too obvious to suggest that society nurture children because they will be our 
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future leaders and workers and parents—they are the nation’s future who 
will in turn support a generation of elderly (parents and “child free” alike), 
who will pay taxes for Medicare, social security, and those other “fancy perks” 
provided to senior citizens. Ironically, Burkett’s arguments are as childish 
and thoughtless as the worst offenders in the group she attempts to mobilize 
public sentiment against.

Belkin modifies her somewhat sympathetic encounter with the child free 
world view by interviewing Sylvia Ann Hewlett, a Harvard educated economist, 
who is a nationally known spokesperson for protecting the rights of parents 
and the founder of the National Parenting Association. Hewlett argues that 
parents have become yet another victimized group who are being portrayed 
by the media as the enemy. Hewlett translates her concerns into a call for 
parents to organize in order to wield more economic and political power. As 
important as Hewlett’s comments are, they occupy a minor commentary in 
the text that overwhelmingly privileges the voices of those individuals and 
groups that view children and young people as a burden, a personal irritant, 
rather than a social good.

The notion that children should be understood as a crucial social resource 
who present for any healthy society important ethical and political consid-
erations about the quality of public life, the allocation of social provisions, 
and the role of the state as a guardian of public interests appears to be lost 
in Belkin’s article. Instead, Belkin ignores the social gravity and implications 
of these issues and focuses on youth exclusively as a private consideration 
rather than as part of a broader public discourse about democracy and social 
justice. In addition, she participates in an assault on youth, buttressed by two 
decades of a Reagan-Bush New Right neoconservatism and a more recent 
period of neoliberalism and hyper capitalism in which the language of the 
social, democracy, and solidarity are subordinated to the ethos of self-inter-
est and self-preservation in the relentless pursuit of private satisfactions and 
pleasures. In this sense, the backlash against children that Belkin attempts 
to chronicle are symptomatic of an attack on public life itself, on the very 
legitimacy of those noncommercial values that are critical to defending a 
just and substantive democratic society.

I have spent some time on Belkin’s article because it highlights, though 
uncritically, how market pressures work in society to undermine social struc-
tures and public spaces capable of raising questions about how particular 
groups such as youth are being abstracted from the language of justice, reci-
procity, and compassion; and how the institutional and collective structures 
that once protected such groups are also being privatized, displaced, and 
defined almost entirely through the logic of the market. As the language of 
the public is emptied of its social considerations, private troubles and per-
sonal pathologies occupy center stage, and matters of resistance and struggle 
are displaced by the spectacle of a competitive war-against-all ethos that may 
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offer fodder for prime time television but proves disastrous for children, the 
poor, the aged, and those groups consigned to the margins of society.

The second article to appear in the New York Times Sunday Magazine is 
titled “Among the Mooks” by RJ Smith.10 According to the author, there is 
an emerging group of poor white males called “mooks” whose cultural style 
is fashioned out of an interest in fusing the transgressive languages, sensibili-
ties, and styles that cut across and connect the worlds of rap and heavy metal 
music, ultra violent sports such as professional wrestling, and the misogyny 
rampant in the subculture of pornography. For Smith, the kids who inhabit 
this cultural landscape are losers from broken families, working-class fatali-
ties whose anger and unexamined bitterness translates into bad manners, 
antisocial music, and uncensored rage.

Smith appears uninterested in contextualizing the larger forces and con-
ditions that give rise to this matrix of cultural phenomena—deindustrializa-
tion, economic restructuring, domestic militarization, poverty, joblessness.11 
The youth portrayed in Smiths’s account live in a historical, political, and 
economic vacuum. The ideological, cultural, and institutional forces that 
work on and through these teens simply disappear. Moreover, the teens 
represented by Smith have little recourse to adults who try to understand 
and help them navigate a complex and rapidly changing cultural landscape 
in which they must attempt to locate and define themselves. Along with the 
absence of adult protection and guidance, there is a lack of serious critique 
and social vision in dealing with the limits of youth culture. No questions are 
raised about the relationship between the popular forms teens inhabit and 
the ongoing commercialization and commodification of youth culture, or 
what the relationship might be between the subject positions young people 
invest in and those mainstream, commercially saturated dreamscapes of affect 
and representation that increasingly eat up social space and displace non-
commodified public spheres. There is no understanding in Smith’s analysis 
of how market-driven politics and established forms of power increasingly 
eliminate noncommodified social domains through which young people 
might learn an oppositional language for challenging those adult ideologies 
and institutional forces that both demonize them and limit their sense of 
dignity and capacity for political agency.

Of course, vulgarity, pathology, and violence are not limited to the spaces 
inhabited by the hypermasculine worlds of gangsta rap, porn, extreme sports, 
and professional wrestling. But Smith ignores all of this because he is much 
too interested in depicting today’s teens, and popular culture in general, 
as the embodiment of moral decay and bad cultural values, an assessment 
that mimics the retrograde neoconservative ideological attacks on youth 
that have taken place since the 1980s.12 Smith suggests that poor white 
kids are nothing more than semi-Nazis with a lot of pent up rage. There 
are no victims in his analysis, as social disorder is reduced to individualized 
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pathology, and any appeal to injustice is viewed as mere whining. Smith 
is too intent on reinforcing images of demonization and ignorance that 
resonate comfortably with right-wing moral panics about youth culture. He 
succeeds, in part, by focusing on the icons of this movement in terms that 
move between caricature and scapegoating. For instance, The Insane Posse 
is singled out for appearing on cable access porn shows; the group Limp 
Bizkit is accused of using their music to precipitate a gang rape at the recent 
Woodstock melee; and the performer Kid Rock is defined in racially coded 
terms as a “vanilla version of a blackploitation pimp” whose concerts inspire 
fans to commit vandalism and prompts teenage girls to “pull off their tops 
as the boys whoop.”13 It gets worse.

At one level, “mooks” are portrayed as poor, working class, white kids who 
have seized upon the crudest aspects of popular culture in order to provide 
an outlet for their rage. But for Smith, the distinctive form this culture takes 
with its appropriation of the transgressive symbolism of rap music, porn, and 
wrestling does not entirely explain its descent into pathology and bad taste. 
Rather, Smith charges that black youth culture is largely responsible for the 
self-destructive, angst-ridden journey that poor white male youth are mak-
ing through the cultural landmines of hypermasculinity, unbridled violence, 
“ghetto” discourse, erotic fantasy, and drugs. Smith points an accusing finger 
at the black “underclass,” and the recent explosion of hip hop which alleg-
edly offers poor white kids both an imaginary alternative to their trailer park 
boredom and a vast array of transgressive resources which they proceed to 
fashion through their own lived experiences and interests. Relying upon all 
too common racist assumptions about black urban life, Smith argues that 
black youth culture offers white youth

a wide-screen movie of ghetto life, relishing the details, relating the intricacy of 
topics like drug dealing, brawling, pimping and black-on-black crime. Rap makes 
these things seem sexy, and makes life on the street seem as thrilling as a Playsta-
tion game. Pimping and gangbanging equal rebellion, especially for white kids 
who aren’t going to get pulled over for driving while black, let alone die in a hail 
of bullets (as Tupac and B.I.G. both did).14

Trading substantive analysis for right-wing clichés, Smith is indifferent to 
both the complexity of rap as well as the “wide array of complex cultural 
forms” that characterize black urban culture.15 Smith alleges that if poor white 
youth are in trouble it is not because of regressive government policies, the 
growing militarization of urban space, the attack on basic social provisions 
for the poor and young, the disinvestment in public goods such as public 
schools, or the growing criminalization of social policy.16 On the contrary, 
the problem of white youth is rooted in the seductive lure of a black youth, 
marked by criminality, violent hypermasculinity, welfare fraud, drug abuse, 
and unchecked misogyny. Smith unapologetically relies upon this analysis of 
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black youth culture to portray poor white youth as dangerous and hip-hop 
culture as the source of that danger. Within this discourse the representation 
of youth moves from caricature to that poisonous terrain Toni Morrison calls 
race talk: “The explicit insertion into everyday life of racial signs and symbols 
that have no meaning other than pressing African Americans to the lowest 
level of the racial hierarchy. . . .the rhetorical [and representational] experi-
ence renders blacks as noncitizens, already discredited outlaws.”17

Whatever his intentions, Smith’s analysis contributes to the growing as-
sumption in the popular imagination that young people are at best a social 
nuisance and at worst a danger to social order. Clearly his analysis of working 
class and black youth bespeak an ideological and political irresponsibility 
rooted in an overidentification with the recklessness of the young. As such, 
these representations contribute not only to the ongoing demonization of 
youth, especially youth of color, but further legitimate the emergence of a 
state that is radically moving from a politics of social investment to a politics 
of containment and militarization.18

I have spent some time on these articles because I think they reflect and 
perpetuate in dramatically different ways not only the ongoing demonization 
of young people, but also the growing refusal within the larger society to 
understand the problems of youth (and especially youth of color) as symptom-
atic of the crisis of democratic politics itself. Under the rule of neoconserva-
tive and neoliberal ideology, American society increasingly finds it difficult 
to invest in those ethical and political values that support public spaces in 
an earnest, if not fully realized, manner where norms are made explicit and 
debated, institutions are maintained that promote democratic notions of the 
collective good, and support is given to forms of civic education that provide 
the foundation for nurturing and sustaining individual and collective agency. 
As the state is stripped of its power to mediate between capital and human 
needs, thus losing its capacity to offer social guarantees to youth and other 
marginalized groups, public life becomes barren, vacuous, and stripped of 
substance.19 Of course, the crisis over public schools has been escalating for 
at least a decade, as forms of civic education that promote individual agency, 
social responsibility, and noncommercial values have been abandoned for 
job training and accountability schemes.

As the state is divested of its capacity to regulate social services and limit the 
power of capital, those public spheres that traditionally served to empower 
individuals and groups to strike a balance between “the individual’s liberty 
from interference and the citizen’s right to interfere”20 are dismantled. At 
the same time, it becomes more difficult for citizens to put limits on the 
power of neoliberalism to shape daily life—particularly as corporate eco-
nomic power is feverishly consolidated on a transnational level. Nor can they 
prevent the assault on the state as it is being forced to abandon its already 
limited social role as the guardian of public interests. The result is a state 
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increasingly reduced to its policing functions, and a public sector reduced 
to a replica of the market. As neoliberalism increases its grip over all aspects 
of cultural and economic life, the relative autonomy once afforded to the 
worlds of cinema, publishing, and media production begins to erode. Public 
schools are increasingly defined as a source of profit rather than a public 
good. And, as Pierre Bourdieu points out, a “new kind of moral Darwinism 
which, with the cult of the ‘winner’, establishes the struggle of all against all 
and cynicism as the norm of all practices.”21 Through talk shows, film, music, 
and cable television, for example, the media promote a growing political 
apathy and cynicism by providing a steady stream of daily representations 
and spectacles in which abuse becomes the primary vehicle for registering 
human interaction. At the same time, dominant media such as the New York 
Times condemn the current cultural landscape—represented in their account 
through reality television, professional wrestling, gross out blockbuster films, 
and the beat-driven boasts and retorts of hip-hop—as aggressively evoking 
a vision of humanity marked by a “pure Darwinism” in which “the messages 
of popular culture are becoming more brutally competitive.”22

Unfortunately, for mainstream media commentators in general, the 
emergence of such representations and values is about the lack of civility 
and has little to do with considerations of youth bashing, racism, corporate 
power, and politics. In this sense, witness to degradation now becomes the 
governing feature of community and social life. Most importantly, what crit-
ics take up as a “youth problem” is really a problem about the corruption of 
politics, the shriveling up of public spaces and resources for young people, 
the depoliticization of large segments of the population, and the emergence 
of a corporate and media culture that is defined through an unadulterated 
“authoritarian form of kinship that is masculinist, intolerant and militaris-
tic.”23 At issue here is how we understand the ways in which youth produce 
and engage popular culture at a time in history when depravation is read 
as depravity. How do we comprehend the choices young people are making 
under circumstances in which they have become the object of policies that 
signals a shift from investing in their future to assuming they have no future? 
Certainly not a future in which they can depend on adult society for either 
compassion or support.

Zero Tolerance and the Politics/Color of Punishment

In what follows, I want to address the social costs and implications of removing 
youth from the inventory of ethical and political concerns through policies 
that replace social compassion with containment while increasingly abandon-
ing young people, especially youth of color, to the dictates of a repressive 
penal state in which government, at all levels, is addressing social problems 
through the police, courts, and prison system. More specifically, I will ad-
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dress how the policing function of the state bears down on young people 
by examining, in particular, the emergence of zero tolerance policies in the 
public schools. While my focus is on the relationship between education and 
zero tolerance policies, the context for my analysis points to a broader set 
of repressive conditions that not only targets young people across a wider 
variety of public spheres, but also undermines the guarantee of rights and 
institutional structures that a realized democracy represents. I begin with a 
definition of domestic militarization taken from critical educator and activ-
ist Ruth Wilson Gilmore in order to provide the larger political, social, and 
cultural context for understanding the growing attacks on youth through the 
emergence of zero tolerance policies.24 According to Gilmore, expressions 
of domestic militarization can be found in the deadly violence waged against 
people of color such as Amadou Diallo, an unarmed black man who was shot 
41 times by NYPD policemen, and Tyisha Miller, who was shot a dozen times 
by California police while she was sitting in her car. Such violence can also 
be found in the countless acts of humiliation, harassment, and punishment 
handed out to the poor and people of color by the forces of the repressive 
state every day in the United States.25 In this regard, the brutal attacks by 
police on Rodney King and Abner Louima stand out. Evidence of domestic 
militarization can also be seen in the rise of the prison-industrial complex, 
the passing of retrograde legislation that targets immigrants, the appearance 
of gated communities, the widespread use of racial profiling by the police, 
and the ongoing attacks on the welfare state. Of course, state repression is 
not new, but what is unique about contemporary political culture is that:

The new State is shedding social welfare in favor of domestic militarization. 
Programs that provide for people’s welfare, protect the environment, or regu-
late corporate behavior have been delegitimized and jettisoned. There is a new 
consensus among the powers that be that focuses the domestic State on defense 
against enemies, both foreign and U.S.–born. What’s new is the scale of militarism 
being directed at people inside the U.S., and the scope for what comes into the 
crosshairs of the prison industrial complex rather than some helping agency.26

Critics such as Gilmore and Christian Parenti rightfully argue that as the “War 
on Poverty” ran out of steam with the social and economic crisis that emerged 
in the 1970s, it has been replaced with an emphasis on domestic warfare, and 
that the policies of social investment, at all levels of government, have given 
way to an emphasis on repression, surveillance, and control.27 Starting with 
Reagan’s war on drugs28 and the privatization of the prison industry in the 
1980s and escalating to the war on immigrants in the early 1990s, and the 
rise of the prison-industrial complex by the close of the decade, the crimi-
nalization of social policy has now become a part of everyday culture and 
provides a common referent point that extends from governing prisons and 
regulating urban culture to running schools. Hence, it comes as no surprise 
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when former New York City Mayor, Rudi Giuliani, “over the opposition of 
most parents and the schools chancellor, formally assigns the oversight of 
discipline in the public schools to the police department.”29

Once it was clear that Giuliani would receive high marks in the press for 
lowering the crime rate due to zero tolerance policies adopted by the city’s 
police force, it seemed reasonable to him to use the same policies in the 
public schools. What the popular press ignored, until the killing of Ama-
dou Diallo at the hands of New York City’s police, was that zero tolerance 
policing strategies exacted a heavy price on the poor and people of color, 
and resulted in more people being stopped and searched as well as larger 
settlements being paid out to quell charges of police abuse.30 What was also 
ignored by the public and popular press nationally was that as the call for 
more police, prisons, and get tough laws reached fever pitch among politi-
cians and legislators, the investment in domestic militarization began to 
exceed more than $100 billion a year.31

Domestic militarization as a central feature of American life is evident in the 
ongoing criminalization of social policy, which is probably most visible in the 
emergence of zero tolerance laws that have swept the nation since the 1980s, 
and gained full legislative strength with the passage of the Violent Crime Con-
trol and Law Enforcement Act of 1994. Following the mandatory sentencing 
legislation and get tough policies associated with the “war on drugs” declared 
by the Reagan and Bush administrations, this bill calls for a “three strikes and 
you’re out” policy, which puts repeat offenders, including nonviolent offend-
ers, in jail for life, regardless of the seriousness of the crime. The general idea 
behind the bill is “to increase the prison sentence for a second offense and 
require life in custody without parole for a third offense.”32 It also provides 
60 new offenses punishable by death, while at the same time limiting the civil 
rights and appeal process for those inmates sentenced to die. In addition, the 
largest single allocation in the bill is for prison construction.33 Since the bill was 
passed in 1994, the prison industry has become big business with many states 
spending “more on prison construction than on university construction.”34 
Yet, even as the crime rate plummets dramatically, more people, especially 
people of color, are being arrested, harassed, punished, and put in jail.35 As 
it has been widely reported, the United States is now the biggest jailer in the 
world. Between 1985 and 2000 the prison population grew from 744,206 to 
2.0 million (approaching the combined populations of Idaho, Wyoming, and 
Montana), and prison budgets jumped from $7 billion in 1980 to $40 billion in 
2000.36 Manning Marable points out that the United States is “spending $35,000 
a year to maintain a single prisoner, one prisoner, in a minimum security cell. 
It costs nearly $80,000 a year to confine a prisoner in a maximum security cell. 
We are building over a hundred new prison cells a day.”37

The explosion in the prison population has also resulted in the move 
towards privatizing prisons.38 As Robin D. G. Kelley points out, by the close 



Chapter 6



of 1997, at least 102 for-profit private prisons existed in the United States, 
“each receiving some form of federal subsidy with limited federal protection 
of prisoners’ rights or prison conditions.”39 Prisoners, especially the widely 
disproportionate pool of African American inmates, which has tripled since 
1980, provide big business not only “with a new source of consumers but 
a reservoir of cheap labor.”40 The Report of the National Criminal Justice 
Commission noted in 1996 that as “spending on crime fighting has risen 
three times faster than defense spending,” the biggest beneficiary appears 
to be “private businesses [that] reap enormous profits from the fear of crime 
and the expansion of the criminal justice system.”41 Moreover, many critics 
of the private prison system have pointed out rightly that it “is particularly 
disturbing that corporations should be making a profit from policies that 
are not in the public interest—such as excessive prison sentences and the 
incarceration of nonviolent offenders.”42 At a time when over 550,000 black 
males are interned in jails in the United States, “the concept of private 
companies profiting from prisoners evokes the convict leasing system of 
the Old South.”43

As the “prison-industrial complex” becomes a dominant force in the 
economy of states such as California, competing with land developers, 
service industries, and unions, it does more than rake in huge profits for 
corporations; it also contributes to what Mike Davis calls a “permanent 
prison class.”44 One measure of the power of the prison-industrial complex 
as a high- powered growth industry can be gauged by the increasing power of 
prison guard unions to shape legislative policy in many states. For instance, 
the California Correctional Peace Officers Union has grown in one decade 
from 4,000 to over 29,000 members. During the 1998 political campaign, the 
prison guard union was the state’s number one “donor to legislative races, 
setting a record by spending $1.9 million.”45 Yet, the prison-industrial complex 
does more than fuel profits and shape legislative policies for those eager to 
invest in high growth industries; it also legitimates a culture of punishment 
and incarceration, aimed most decisively at “African American males who 
make up less than 7 percent of the U.S. population, yet they comprise almost 
half of the prison and jail population.”46 The statistics for a wide range of 
indices can demonstrate the racist significance of this figure, but the shame-
ful fact is that the number of African Americans in prison far exceeds the 
number of African American males who commit crime. For instance, law 
professor David Cole, in his unsparing analysis of the racial disparities that 
fuel the government’s drug war, points out that while “76 percent of illicit 
drug users were white, 14 percent black, and 8 percent Hispanic—figures 
which roughly match each group’s share of the general population,” African 
Americans constitute “35 percent of all drug arrests, 55 percent of all drug 
convictions, and 74 percent of all sentences for drug offences.”47 A Justice 
Department Report points out that on any given day in this country “more 
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than a third of the young African American men aged 18–34 in some of 
our major cities are either in prison or under some form of criminal justice 
supervision.”48 The same department reported in April of 2000 that “black 
youth are forty-eight times more likely than whites to be sentenced to juvenile 
prison for drug offenses.”49

Domestic militarization in this instance functions not only to contain 
“surplus populations” and provide new sources of revenue; it also actively 
promotes and legitimates retrograde social policies. For example, an increas-
ing number of states such as California and New York are spending more on 
prison construction than on higher education and hiring more prison guards 
than teachers. A recent study by the Correctional Association of New York 
and the Washington, D.C.–based Justice Policy Institute claims that millions 
of dollars are being diverted from the public university budget in New York 
and diverted into prison construction. The reports point out that “between 
fiscal year 1988 and fiscal year 1998, New York’s public universities saw their 
operating budgets plummet by 29 percent while funding for prisons rose 
76 percent. In actual dollars, there has been nearly a one-to-one tradeoff, 
with the Department of Corrections in New York State receiving a $761 mil-
lion increase during that ten-year period, while state funding for New York 
City and state university systems, declined by $615 million.”50 In California, 
the average prison guard now earns $10,000 more than the average public 
school teacher, and increasingly more than many professors working in the 
state university system.51 This is more than a travesty of justice, it is a stern 
lesson for many students of color and working class white youths—viewed as 
a generation of suspects by the dominant society—that it is easier for them 
to go to jail than it is to get a decent education. For the wider public, the 
lesson to be learned is that there is a greater payoff when society invests more 
in prisons than in those public institutions that educate young people to be-
come public servants in crucial spheres such as education. In this instance, 
the culture of punishment and its policies of containment and brutalization 
become more valued to the dominant social order than any consideration of 
what it means for a society to expand and strengthen the mechanisms and 
freedoms central to sustaining a substantive democracy.52

Rather than viewing “three strike” policies and mandatory sentencing as 
part of a racist-inspired expression of domestic militarization and a source 
of massive injustice, corporate America and conservative politicians embrace 
it as both a new venue for profit and a legitimate expression of the market 
driven policies of neoliberalism. Within this discourse, social costs and racial 
injustice, when compared to corporate profit, are rendered irrelevant.53 How 
else to explain a recent New York Times article by Guy Trebay that focuses on 
“jailhouse chic” as the latest in youth fashion.54 Surrendering any attempt 
at socially responsible analysis, Trebay reports that the reason so many teens 
are turning prison garb into a fashion statement is that an unprecedented 
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 number of youths are incarcerated in the United States. When they get 
released, “they take part of that culture with them.” The retail market for 
prison style work clothes is so strong, Trebay points out, that prisons, such 
as those managed by the Oregon Corrections Department, are gaining a 
foothold in the fashion market by producing their own prison blues cloth-
ing lines (which can be found on their web site: www.prisonblues.com). 
The market trumps social justice in this account as incarcerated youth are 
praised for being fashion trendsetters, prisons are celebrated for their mar-
ket savvy, and cheap prison labor is affirmed for its contribution to cutting 
edge street culture.

Zero tolerance policies as one manifestation of domestic militarization 
have been especially cruel in the treatment of juvenile offenders.55 Rather 
than attempting to work with youth and make an investment in their psycho-
logical, economic, and social well being, a growing number of cities are pass-
ing sweep laws—curfews and bans against loitering and cruising—designed 
not only to keep youth off the streets, but to make it easier to criminalize 
their behavior. For example, within the last decade, “45 states . . . have passed 
or amended legislation making it easier to prosecute juveniles as adults” 
and in some states “prosecutors can bump a juvenile case into adult court 
at their own discretion.”56 A particularly harsh example of these Draconian 
measures can be seen in the recent passing of Proposition 21 in California. 
The law makes it easier for prosecutors to try teens fourteen and older in 
adult court who are convicted of felonies. These youth would automatically 
be put in adult prison and be given lengthy mandated sentences. As Louise 
Cooper points out, “It also . . . increases the discretionary powers for routine 
police surveillance, random searches and arrest of young people.”57 The 
overall consequence of the law is to largely eliminate intervention programs, 
increase the number of youth in prisons, especially minority youth, and keep 
them there for longer periods of time. Moreover, the law is at odds with a 
number of studies that indicate that putting youth in jail with adults both 
increases recidivism and poses a grave danger to young offenders who, as a 
recent Columbia University study suggested, are “five times as likely to be 
raped, twice as likely to be beaten and eight times as likely to commit suicide 
than adults in the adult prison system.”58

Paradoxically, the moral panic against crime that increasingly feeds the 
calls for punishment rather than rehabilitation programs for young people 
exist in conjunction with the disturbing fact that the United States is cur-
rently one of only seven countries (Congo, Iran, Nigeria, Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia and Yemen) in the world that permit the death penalty for juveniles, 
and that in the last decade it has executed more juvenile offenders than all 
other countries combined that allow such executions.59 Given the assumption 
among neoliberal hardliners that market values are more important than 
values that involve trust, compassion, and solidarity, it is not surprising that 
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Wall Street’s emphasis on profits views the growth in the prison industry and 
the growing incarceration of young people as good news. For instance, Gary 
Delgado reports that even though “crime has dropped precipitously,” stock 
analyst Bob Hirschfield notes that “males 15–17 years old are three times 
as likely to be arrested than the population at large, and the proportion of 
15–17 year olds is expanding at twice the overall population.” Rather than 
being alarmed, if not morally repulsed, over these figures, Hirschfield con-
cludes that it is a “great time to purchase shares” in the new prison growth 
industry.60

While the social costs for such policies are cause for grave alarm, they are 
all the more disturbing since the burden they inflict upon society appears 
to be far greater for young people of color than for any other group. The 
National Criminal Justice Commission report claims that while “get tough” 
policies are likely to be more severe when dealing with children, they are 
particularly repressive when applied to youth of color, especially as a result of 
the war on drugs and the more recent eruption of school shootings. Numer-
ous studies have documented that unlike middle-class white youth, minority 
youth are “more likely to be arrested, referred to court, and placed outside 
the home when awaiting disposition of their cases. . . .[Moreover] all things 
being equal, minority youths face criminal charges more often than white 
youths for the same offenses. Also, African American youths are charged 
more often than whites with a felony when the offense could be considered 
a misdemeanor. . . . Minority youth are also more likely to be waived to adult 
court, where they will face longer sentences and fewer opportunities for 
rehabilitative programs.”61 Fed by widespread stereotypical images of black 
youth as superpredators and black culture as the culture of criminality, 
minority youth face a criminal justice system that not only harasses and 
humiliates them but also a larger society that increasingly undercuts their 
chances for a living wage, quality jobs, essential social services, and decent 
schools.62 Within such a context, the possibilities for treating young people 
of color with respect, dignity, and support vanishes and with it the hope of 
overcoming a racial abyss that makes a mockery out of justice and a travesty 
of democracy.

The growing influence of zero tolerance laws in the United States can 
be seen in the application of such laws in areas as different as airport 
security, the criminal justice system, immigration policy and drug testing 
programs for athletes. The widespread use of these policies has received a 
substantial amount of critical analyses within the last decade. Unfortunately, 
these analyses rarely make connections between what is going on in the 
criminal justice system and the public schools.63 While schools share some 
proximity to prisons in that they are both about disciplining the body, 
though for allegedly different purposes, little has been written about how 
zero tolerance policies in schools resonate powerfully with prison practices 
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that signify a shift away from treating the body as a social investment (i.e., 
rehabilitation) to viewing it as a threat to security, demanding control, 
surveillance, and punishment.64 Little has also been written on how such 
practices have exceeded the boundaries of the prison-industrial complex, 
providing models and perpetuating a shift in the very nature of educa-
tional leadership and pedagogy. Of course, there are exceptions such as 
Lewis Lapham’s lament that schools do more than teach students to take 
their place within a highly iniquitous class-based society. In many larger 
cities, high schools, according to Lapham, now “possess many of the same 
attributes as minimum security prisons—metal detectors in the corridors, 
zero tolerance for rowdy behavior, the principal as a warden and the faculty 
familiar with the syllabus of concealed weapons.” According to Lapham, 
schools resemble prisons in that they both warehouse students to prevent 
flooding the labor market while “instilling the attitudes of passivity and 
apprehension, which in turn induce the fear of authority and the habits 
of obedience.”65 Another notable and far more insightful exception is 
Manning Marable, who argues that “One of the central battlegrounds for 
democracy in the U.S. in the twenty-first century will be the effort to halt 
the dismantling of public education and public institutions in general for 
the expansion of [the] prison-industrial complex.”66

As schooling is defined largely as a disciplinary institution that prepares 
students for the workplace, the discourse of leadership has been supplanted 
by a pragmatics of classroom management. Similarly, pedagogy often ignores 
the specificity of contexts that informs students’ lives and substitutes issues 
of accountability (measured through test scores) for a qualitative interest 
in producing critical citizens; moreover, such pedagogies of transmission 
are particularly intolerant of notions of difference, critical questioning, or 
resistance. Pedagogy in this model of control relies heavily on those forms of 
standardization and values that are consistent with the norms and relations 
that drive the market economy. Teachers teach for the tests as student behav-
iors are consistently monitored and knowledge is increasingly quantified.

Made over in the image of corporate culture, schools are no longer valued 
as a public good but as a private interest; hence, the appeal of such schools is 
less in their capacity to educate students according to the demands of critical 
citizenship than it is about enabling students to master the requirements of a 
market-driven economy. Under these circumstances, many students increas-
ingly find themselves in schools that lack any language for relating the self to 
public life, social responsibility, or the imperatives of democratic life. In this 
instance, democratic education with its emphasis on respect for others, criti-
cal inquiry, civic courage, and concern for the collective good is suppressed 
and replaced by an excessive emphasis on the language of privatization, 
individualism, self-interest, and brutal competitiveness. Lost in this discourse 
of schooling is any notion of democratic community or models of leadership 
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capable of raising questions about what public schools should accomplish in 
a democracy and why, under certain circumstances, they fail.

The growth and popularity of zero tolerance policies within the public 
schools have to be understood as part of a broader educational reform move-
ment in which the market is now seen as the master design for all pedagogical 
encounters. At the same time, the corporatizing of public schooling cannot 
be disassociated from the assault on those public spheres within the larger 
society that provide the conditions for greater democratic participation in 
shaping society. As the state is downsized and support services dry up, contain-
ment policies become the principle means to discipline youth and restrict 
dissent. Within this context, zero tolerance legislation within the schools 
simply extend to young people elements of harsh control and administra-
tion implemented in other public spheres where inequalities breed the 
conditions for dissent and resistance. Schools increasingly resemble other 
enervated public spheres as they cut back on trained psychologists, school 
nurses, programs such as music, art, athletics, and valuable after school 
activities. Jesse Jackson argues that under such circumstances, schools do 
more than fail to provide students with a well-rounded education; they often 
“bring in the police, [and] the school gets turned into a feeder system for 
the penal system.”67 In addition, the growing movement to define schools 
as private interests rather than as public assets not only reinforces the trend 
to administer them in ways that resemble how prisons are governed, it also 
points to a disturbing tendency on the part of adult society to direct a great 
deal of anger and resentment toward youth. In what follows, I analyze zero 
tolerance policies in schools and address the implications they have for a 
society that signals a dramatic shift away from civic education—the task and 
responsibility of which is to prepare students for shaping and actively par-
ticipating in democratic public life—to models of training and regulation 
whose purpose opens the door to ultraconservative forms of political culture 
and authoritarian modes of social regulation.

Schooling and the Pedagogy of Zero Tolerance

Across the nation school districts have embraced zero tolerance policies. 
Emulating state and federal laws passed in the 1990s based on mandatory 
sentencing and “three strikes and you’re out” policies, many educators 
first invoked zero tolerance rules against those kids who brought guns to 
schools. But over time the policy was broadened, and now includes a range 
of behavioral infractions that include everything from possessing drugs to 
harboring a weapon to threatening other students—all broadly conceived. For 
instance, “in many districts school administrators won’t tolerate even one 
instance of weapon possession, drug use, or harassment.”68 One of the most 
publicized cases illustrating the harshness of zero tolerance policies took 
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place in Decatur, Illinois when seven African American students, who partici-
pated in a fight at a football game that lasted 17 seconds and was marked by 
the absence of any weapons, were expelled for two years. Two of the young 
men were seniors about to graduate. None of the boys at their hearing were 
allowed counsel or the right to face their accusers; nor were their parents 
allowed any degree of involvement in the case. When Jesse Jackson brought 
national attention to the incident, the Decatur school board reduced the 
expulsions to one year.

Fueled by moral panics about the war on drugs and images of urban 
youth of color as ultraviolent, drug pushing, gang bangers, a national mood 
of fear provided legitimacy for zero tolerance policies in the schools as both 
an ideology of disdain and a policy of punishment. Unfortunately, any sense 
of perspective seems lost, as school systems across the country clamor for 
metal detectors, armed guards, see-through knapsacks, and, in some cases, 
armed teachers. Some school systems are investing in new software in order 
to “profile” students who might exhibit criminal behavior.69 Overzealous laws 
relieve educators of exercising deliberation and critical judgment as more 
and more young people are either suspended or expelled from school often 
for ludicrous reasons. For example, two Virginia fifth-graders who allegedly 
put soap in their teacher’s drinking water were charged with a felony.70 Of-
ficials at Rangeview High School in Colorado, after unsuccessfully trying to 
expel a student because they found three baseball bats on the floor of his 
car, ended up suspending him.71 In a similar litany of absurdities, USA Today 
reported on two Illinois seven-year-olds who were “suspended for having nail 
clippers with knifelike attachments.”72 Jesse Jackson offers the example of 
a student who was suspended on a weapons charge because school officials 
discovered a little rubber hammer as part of his Halloween costume. Jackson 
provides another equally absurd example of a student accused with a drug 
charge because he gave another youth two lemon cough drops.73

As Boston Globe columnist Ellen Goodman points out, zero tolerance does 
more than offer a simple solution to a complex problem, it has become a 
code word for a “quick and dirty way of kicking kids out” of school.74 This 
becomes clear as states such as Colorado in their eagerness to appropriate 
and enforce zero tolerance policies in their districts do less to create a safe 
environment for students than to simply kick more kids out of the public 
school system. For example, the Rocky Mountain News reported in June of 
1999 that “partly as a result of such rigor in enforcing Colorado’s zero toler-
ance law, the number of kids kicked out of public schools has skyrocketed 
since 1993—from 437 before the law to nearly 2,000 in the 1996–1997 school 
year.”75 In Chicago, the widespread adoption of zero tolerance policies in 
1994 resulted in a 51 percent increase in student suspensions for the next 
four years, and a 3,000 percent increase in expulsions, jumping “from 21 in 
1994–’95 to 668 in 1997–’98.”76 Within such a climate of disdain and intol-
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erance, expelling students does more than pose a threat to innocent kids, 
it also suggests that local school boards are refusing to do the hard work 
of exercising judgment, trying to understand what the conditions are that 
undermine school safety, and providing reasonable services for all students, 
and viable alternatives for the troubled ones. But there is more at stake than 
merely bad judgment behind the use of zero tolerance laws in American 
public schools. As the criminalization of young people finds its way into the 
classroom, it becomes easier to punish students rather than listen to them.77 
Even though such policies clog up the courts and put additional pressure 
on an already overburdened juvenile justice system, educators appear to 
have few qualms about implementing them. And the results are far from 
inconsequential for the students themselves.

Zero tolerance laws make it easier to expel students rather than for school 
administrators to work with parents, community justice programs, religious 
organizations, and social service agencies. Moreover, automatic expulsion 
policies do little to either produce a safer school or society since as Clare 
Kittredge points out “we already know that lack of attachment to the school is 
one of the prime predictors of delinquency.”78 Most insidiously, zero tolerance 
laws, while a threat to all youth and any viable notion of democratic public 
education, reinforce in the public imagination the image of students of color 
as a source of public fears and a threat to public school safety. Zero tolerance 
policies and laws appear to be well-tailored to mobilizing racialized codes and 
racial based moral panics that portray black and brown urban youth as a new 
and frightening violent threat to the safety of ‘decent’ Americans. Not only 
do most of the high profile zero tolerance cases such as the Decatur school 
incident often involve African American students, but such policies also 
reinforce the racial inequities that plague school systems across the country. 
For example, Tamar Lewin, a writer for the New York Times, has reported on 
a number of studies illustrating “that black students in public schools across 
the country are far more likely than whites to be suspended or expelled, and 
far less likely to be in gifted or advanced placement classes.”79 Even in a city 
such as San Francisco, considered a bastion of liberalism, African American 
students pay a far greater price for zero tolerance policies. Libero Della 
Piana reports that “According to data collected by Justice Matters, a San 
Francisco agency advocating equity in education, African Americans make 
up 52 percent of all suspended students in the district—far in excess of their 
16 percent of the general population.”80

Marilyn Elias reported in a recent issue of USA Today that “In 1998, the first 
year national expulsion figures were gathered, 31 percent of kids expelled 
were black, but blacks made up only 17 percent of the students in public 
schools.”81 The tragedy underlying such disparities in treating black and 
white students appears to be completely lost on those educators defending 
zero tolerance policies. For instance, Gerald Tirozzi, executive director of the 
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National Association of Secondary School Principals, argues, without irony, 
that such policies “make everything very clear” and “promote fair, equitable 
treatment in discipline.”82

As compassion and understanding give way to rigidity and intolerance, 
schools increasingly become more militarized and function as a conduit to 
the penal system. The measure of such a transformation is not limited to 
the increasing fortress quality of American schools—which are marked by 
the foreboding presence of hired armed guards in the corridors, patrolled 
cafeterias, locked doors, video surveillance cameras, electronic badges, 
police dogs, and routine drug searches. It is also present in racist culture 
of fear that exhibits a deep distrust, if not hostility and revulsion towards 
young people, especially youth of color.83 For instance, in Louisiana, board 
member Ray St. Pierre proposed that any student in junior high or high 
school who is caught fighting “would be handcuffed inside the school by 
sheriff’s deputies and taken to a juvenile facility where he would be charged 
with disturbing the peace.”84 In case parents miss the point, they would have 
to pay a cash bond for their child’s release. As a result of St. Pierre’s notion 
of getting tough on misbehavior, the school provides not only an opportu-
nity for students to leave with a diploma but also with a police record. The 
image of kids being handcuffed, pulled out of a school, and dragged away 
in the back of a police van or patrol car has become so commonplace in 
the United States that the psychological, political, and social consequences 
of such brutal practices barely lift an eyebrow and are more routinely met 
with public approval. In some instances, the zero tolerance policies are not 
just affecting students in schools. In an attempt to root out pedophiles in 
the public school system in the state of Maine, the FBI is demanding that 
teachers submit to fingerprinting and criminal history checks. Many teachers 
have refused to comply and may lose their certification and jobs.85 Within 
the current climate of domestic militarization, it may be just a matter of time 
before the surveillance cameras, profiling technologies, and other tools of 
the penal state become a routine part of the climate of teaching in America’s 
schools. Stanley Aronowitz is right in arguing that as the “state’s police func-
tions tend to overpower and mediate its diminishing social functions,” one 
consequence is that “[p]olice now routinely patrol urban public high schools 
and universities as if they were identical with the mean streets of the central 
cities or, more to the point, tantamount to day prisons.”86

To be sure, zero tolerance policies turn schools into an adjunct of the 
criminal justice system, but they also further rationalize misplaced legislative 
priorities. And that has profound social costs. Instead of investing in early 
childhood programs, repairing deteriorating school buildings, or hiring more 
qualified teachers, schools now spend millions of dollars to upgrade security. 
Moral panic and fear reproduce a fortress mentality in which the logic of do-
mestic militarization produces an authoritarian irrationalism, as in Fremont 
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High School in Oakland, California, where school administrators decided 
to build a security fence costing $500,000 “while the heating remained out 
of commission.”87 Another instance of such irrationality can be found, as I 
mentioned earlier, in the fact that many states now spend “more on prison 
than on university construction.”88 Young people are quickly realizing that 
schools have more in common with military boot camps and prisons than they 
do with other institutions in American society. In addition, as schools abandon 
their role as democratic public spheres and are literally “fenced off” from the 
communities that surround them, they lose their ability to become anything 
other than spaces of containment and control. As schools become militarized, 
they lose their ability to provide students with the skills to cope with human 
differences, uncertainty, and the various symbolic and institutional forces 
that undermine political agency and democratic public life itself. In this 
context, discipline and training replace education for all but the privileged 
as schools increasingly take on an uncanny resemblance to oversized police 
precincts, tragically disconnected both from the students who inhabit them 
and the communities that give meaning to their historical experiences and 
daily lives. Coupled with the corporate emphasis on privatizing schools, the 
motif of punishment and withdrawal—civic and interpersonal—governs this 
new form of school regulation and administration.

Zero tolerance policies in schools have been criticized roundly by a num-
ber of social and educational critics. William Ayers and Bernadine Dohrn 
rightly argue that zero tolerance policies do not teach but punish and that 
students need not less but more tolerance.89 Ellen Goodman echoes this view 
by claiming that schools that implement such laws are not paying attention 
to children’s lives, because, as she nicely puts it, it is “harder to talk with 
troubled teens than to profile them.”90 Daniel Perlstein has argued that zero 
tolerance programs not only fail to ensure school safety, they also deflect 
educators from addressing crucial considerations that structure racial, class, 
and social divisions in schools.91 Of course, as all of these critics point out, 
zero tolerance laws do more than turn schools into policing institutions that 
ignore the problems of tracking, racism, and the exclusionary and hierar-
chical nature of school culture, they also further reproduce such problems. 
These critiques are important, and I have addressed them elsewhere.92 But 
these criticisms do not go far enough. It is also necessary for educators to 
place school-based zero tolerance policies within a broader context that 
makes it possible to see them as part of the ideology of neoconservatism, 
neoliberalism, and domestic militarization that is ravaging conditions for 
critical political agency, destroying the deployment of even minimal ethical 
principles, and undermining the conditions necessary within schools and 
other public spheres to produce the symbolic and material resources neces-
sary to engage in the struggle for critical citizenship, freedom, democracy, 
and justice.
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Schooling and the Crisis of Public Life

I want to conclude by arguing that zero tolerance policies in both the schools 
and other domestic spheres cannot be understood outside of a range of 
broader considerations that constitute a crisis in the very nature of civic 
agency, ethics, politics, and democracy. As the state disengages from its role 
as a mediator between capital and human needs, and market forces bear 
heavily on redefining the meaning of education as a private enterprise, it 
becomes all the more difficult to imagine public schools as important con-
tested sites in the struggle for civic education and authentic democracy. If 
neoconservatism provides the ideological ammunition to turn a generation 
of youth into suspects, neoliberalism works both to produce a deregulated 
consumer culture and limit the possibilities for noncommodified social 
domains where young and old alike can experience dissent and difference 
as part of a multicultural democracy, locate metaphors of hope, respond to 
those who carry on the legacies of moral witnessing, and imagine relation-
ships outside of the dictates of the market and the authoritarian rule of penal 
control. Educators and others need to rethink what it would mean to both 
interrogate and break away from the dangerous and destructive representa-
tions and practices of zero tolerance policies as they work to reinforce modes 
of authoritarian control and social amnesia in a vast and related number of 
powerful institutional spheres. This suggests a struggle both for public space 
and a public dialogue about how to imagine reappropriating a notion of 
politics that is linked to the regime of authentic democracy while articulating 
a new discourse, set of theoretical tools, and social possibilities for re-visioning 
civic education as a basis for political agency and social transformation in ways 
that go beyond its historical limitations. Zero tolerance is not the problem as 
much as it is symptomatic of a much broader set of issues centered around 
the gulf between the regime of the political—everything that concerns modes 
of power—and the realm of politics—the multiple ways in which human beings 
question established power, transform institutions, and reject “all authority 
that would fail to render an account and provide reasons . . . for the validity 
of its pronouncements.”93 Neoliberalism offers no intellectual tools or po-
litical vocabulary for addressing this gap because it has no stake in defining 
political culture outside of the interest of the market. Nor does it have any 
interest in supporting forms of civic education designed to question, chal-
lenge, and transform power as part of a political and ethical response to the 
demise of democratic public life. Neoliberalism has thrown into question 
the very feasibility of politics and democracy and, in part, has been success-
ful at doing so because it defines citizenship through the narrow logic of 
consumerism and politics as having no foundation in agency as a form of 
self-determination and critical strategic action. Hence, there is no room in 
this discourse for providing the knowledge, skills, and values necessary for 
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young people and adults to define civic education anew as an “essential step 
towards agency, self-representation, and an effective democracy.”94

Against the social and economic policies of neoliberalism, educators, 
youth, parents, and various cultural workers need to rethink the meaning of 
democracy, ethics, and political agency in an increasingly globalized world in 
which power is being separated from traditional political forms such as the 
nation state. But the war against youth must be understood as an attempt to 
contain, warehouse, control, and even eliminate all those groups and social 
formations that the market finds expendable (i.e., unable to further the in-
terests of the bottom line or the logic of cost effectiveness). For progressives, 
this suggests a decisive and important struggle over a notion of politics that 
refuses the ongoing attempts on the part of huge corporations, conservatives 
and other “masters of the private economy”95 to make public life irrelevant, if 
not dangerous, by replacing an ethic of reciprocity and mutual responsibility 
with a market-driven ethic of individualism in which “competitiveness is the 
only human ethic, one that promotes a war against all.”96

There is more at stake here than recognizing the limits and social costs 
of a neoliberal philosophy that reduces all relationships to the exchange of 
goods and money, there is also the responsibility on the part of critical intel-
lectuals and other activists to rethink the nature of the public. It also demands 
new forms of social citizenship and civic education that have a purchase on 
people’s everyday lives and struggles expressed through a wide range of 
institutions. Central here is the need to rethink a notion of cultural politics 
that makes politics more pedagogical and the pedagogical a permanent fea-
ture of politics in a wide variety of sites, including schools. In this instance, 
politics is inextricably connected to pedagogies that effectively mobilize the 
beliefs, desires, and forms of persuasion that organize and give meaning 
to particular strategies of social engagement and policy transformation.97 
Education as a form of persuasion, power, and intervention is constitutive 
of those ongoing struggles that shape the social. Challenging neoliberal 
hegemony as a form of domination is crucial to reclaiming an alternative 
notion of the political and rearticulating the relationship between political 
agency and substantive democracy.

Intellectuals and other cultural workers bear an enormous responsibility 
in opposing neoliberalism by not only reviving the rhetoric of democratic 
political culture, but also expanding its social consequences in ways that 
democratic societies have yet to realize. Part of this challenge suggests creat-
ing new locations of struggle, vocabularies, and subject positions that allow 
people in a wide variety of public spheres to become more than they are 
now, to question what it is they have become within existing institutional and 
social formations and “to give some thought to their experiences so that they 
can transform their relations of subordination and oppression.”98 Cornelius 
Castoriadis insightfully argues that for any regime of democracy to be vital, it 
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needs to create citizens who are critical thinkers capable of calling existing 
institutions into question, asserting individual rights, and assuming public 
responsibility. In this instance, critical pedagogy as an alternative form of 
civic education and literacy provides oppositional knowledges, skills, and 
theoretical tools for highlighting the workings of power and reclaiming the 
possibility of intervening in its operations and effects. But Castoriadis also 
suggests that civic education must be linked to the task of creating new loca-
tions of struggle that offer critical opportunities for experiencing political 
agency within social domains that provide the concrete conditions in which 
people can exercise their capacities and skills “as part of the very process of 
governing.”99 In this context culture becomes a space for hope, and peda-
gogy becomes a valuable tool in reclaiming the promise of democracy and 
reabsorbing the political back into a viable notion of politics.

Zero tolerance has become a metaphor for hollowing out the state and 
expanding the forces of domestic militarization, for reducing democracy 
to the rule of capital, and replacing an ethic of mutual aid with an appeal 
to excessive individualism and social indifference.100 Within this logic, the 
notion of the political increasingly equates power with domination, and 
politics with consumerism and passivity. Under this insufferable climate of 
manufactured indifference, increased repression, and unabated exploitation, 
young people become the new casualties in an ongoing war against justice, 
freedom, social citizenship, and democracy. As despairing as these condi-
tions appear at the present moment, they increasingly have become the basis 
for a surge of political resistance on the part of many youth, intellectuals, 
labor unions, educators, and other activists and social movements.101 Under 
such circumstances, it is time to remind ourselves that collective problems 
deserve collective solutions and that what is at risk is not only a generation 
of young people now considered to be a generation of suspects, but the very 
promise of democracy itself. The issue is no longer whether it is possible to 
invest in the idea of the political and politics but what are the consequences 
for not doing so.
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7
Is There a Role for Critical Pedagogy in 

Language/Cultural Studies?
An Interview with Henry A. Giroux

Manuela Guilherme



Henry Giroux became established as a leading figure in radical education 
theory in the 1980s. Not only did he revive the arguments for civic educa-
tion proposed by the main educational theorists of the 20th century, namely 
Dewey, Freire and others such as the reconstructionists Counts, Rugg and 
Brameld, but he also advanced their theories by expanding them into the 
idea of a “border pedagogy.” His proposal can be viewed as the application 
of a post-colonial cosmopolitan perspective to the North American notion 
of democratic civic education. Giroux provides us with a vision for education 
that addresses the challenges that demographically and politically chang-
ing western societies are facing at the beginning of the 21st century. The 
longer it takes for policy makers in education to take his guidance seriously, 
the more time and possibilities we will all be wasting and missing. In fact, 
educators at all levels of the educational system and all over the world are 
experiencing growing de-motivation and even frustration because they feel 
they have been forced backwards lately instead of moving forwards in chal-
lenging themselves, both as professionals and citizens, to meet the needs 
of our fast-changing societies. Giroux has urged educators and academics 
to oppose these paralyzing pressures and to be critical, creative and hope-
ful about the potential that both they and their students offer, in order to 
counter the conservative political tendencies which have been imposing a 
definition of excellence in education that means submission to market pres-
sures rather than educational excellence in terms of innovative intellectual 
production. Giroux argues for both critique and possibility in education and 
advocates independence and responsibility for teachers and students, that 
is, he claims dignity and respect for educational institutions, teachers and 
students. Giroux has bravely recovered the political nature of the everyday 
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labor of  educational researchers and of educators themselves. Furthermore, 
Giroux has also eloquentely theorized a critical pedagogy of Cultural Studies 
based on what was proposed by cultural and educational theorist Raymond 
Williams himself. In fact, the field of Cultural Studies has been problema-
tized, and is itself problematic, although very rich and promising, since it has 
broken down the barriers between disciplines. Therefore, it needs to be fully 
theorized in order to describe its goals, as well as the bases of its knowledge 
and processes. Giroux has made important contributions to these processes 
by mapping the relationships between language, text, society, new technolo-
gies and underlying power structures. He has thus responded to its critics 
and to those academics who have adhered to it in order to follow fashion or 
find a way out of their now neglected traditional disciplines. In addition, he 
has indicated new paths that go beyond recuperating Williams’ and Hall’s 
politically committed and scientifically founded new field of Cultural Stud-
ies and move into examining the implications of new technologies in the 
exchange and re-creation of new knowledge within new power relationships. 
It is nonetheless worth mentioning that Giroux has also been successful in 
identifying new modes of representation and learning.

Giroux has indeed advanced a new school of thought and inspired both 
educational theorists and practitioners into action with his powerful, vibrant 
and committed voice. By advocating a pedagogy of responsibility, he has him-
self taken responsibility for his own political and social role as an academic. 
He has focused his sights on redefining and strengthening the notion of 
“the public” with regard to knowledge, education and civic life, mainly by 
incorporating into the construction of those fields the concepts of “public 
time” and “public arena.” While most educational theorists have focused 
on the influence of society on the educational context, Giroux, although 
critically unveiling the political and economic forces that threaten academic 
and school independence and creativity, is more daring and clearly draws 
our attention to the transformative potential of the academy and the school 
within a wider society. In doing so, he recaptures the political in the pedagogi-
cal. Finally, even though he focuses his discourse on general education, civic 
education and cultural studies, Giroux’s proposals for educational theory 
and practice offer language and intercultural communication theorists and 
practitioners a basis for renewing their visions and practices. Having made 
these points, in an attempt to contextualize Giroux’s statements below, it is 
now time to let his voice emerge.

In your work, you show a deep and consistent concern for civic life in a globalized 
world. How do you define a more globalized form of citizenship?

Citizenship invokes a notion of the social in which individuals have duties 
and responsibilities to others. A globalized notion of citizenship extends that 
concept of the social contract beyond the boundaries of the nation-state, 
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invoking a broader notion of democracy in which the global becomes the 
space for exercising civic courage, social responsibility, politics, and compas-
sion for the plight of others. Clearly, for example, citizens’ obligations to the 
environment cannot be seen as merely a national problem. At the same time, 
a globalized notion of citizenship accentuates matters of responsibility and 
interdependence, invoking citizenship not just as a political issue of rights and 
entitlements but also as an ethical challenge to narrow the gap between the 
promise and the reality of a global democracy. It is also important to recognize 
that the idea of citizenship cannot be separated from the spaces in which 
citizenship is developed and nurtured. This suggests that any struggle over 
a globalized and meaningful notion of citizenship that encourages debate 
and social responsibility must include fostering and developing democratic 
public spheres such as schools, media, and other institutions in which critical 
civic pedagogies can be developed. The notion of global citizenship suggests 
that politics must catch up with power which today has removed itself from 
local and state control. New political structures, global institutions, and so-
cial movements must develop in ways that can reach and control the flows 
of uncontrolled power, particularly economic power. Real citizenship in the 
global sense means enabling people to have a say in the shaping of interna-
tional laws governing trade, the environment, labor, criminal justice, social 
protections, and so on. Citizenship as the essence of politics has to catch up 
with new social formations that the current political and social institutions 
of the nation-state cannot influence, contain, or control.

What specific capacities does this new cosmopolitan citizen need to develop?

Citizens for a global democracy need to be aware of the interrelated nature 
of all aspects of physical, spiritual, and cultural life. This means having a 
deep-rooted understanding of the relational nature of global dependencies, 
whether we are talking about the ecosphere or the circuits of capital. Second, 
citizens need to be multi-literate in ways that not only allow them access to 
new information and media-based technologies, but also enable them to be 
border crossers capable of engaging, learning from, understanding, and be-
ing tolerant of and responsible to matters of difference and otherness. This 
suggests reclaiming as central to any viable notion of citizenship, the values 
of mutual worth, dignity, and ethical responsibility. At stake here is the rec-
ognition that there is a certain civic virtue and ethical value in extending our 
exposure to difference and otherness. Citizens need to cultivate loyalties that 
extend beyond the nation-state, beyond a theoretical distinction in which the 
division between friend and enemy is mediated exclusively around national 
boundaries. Clearly, citizenship as a form of empowerment means acquiring 
the skills that enable one to critically examine history and resuscitate those 
dangerous memories in which knowledge expands the possibilities for both 
self-knowledge and critical and social agency. Knowledge cannot be only 
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 indigenous to be empowering. Individuals must also have some distance from 
the knowledge of their birth, origins, and specificity of place. This suggests 
appropriating those knowledges that emerge through dispersal, travel, border 
crossings, diaspora, and through global communications. A cosmopolitan 
notion of citizenship must recognize the importance of dissent and a culture 
of questioning to any global concept of democracy. The global public sphere 
must be a place where authority can be questioned, power held accountable, 
and dissent seen as having a positive value. There is a growing authoritarian-
ism in many parts of the world, particularly the United States. In facing this 
threat to democracy around the globe, it is crucial for educators, parents, 
young people, workers, and others to fight the collapse of citizenship into 
forms of jingoistic nationalism. This means educators and others will have to 
reinvigorate democracy by assuming the pedagogical project of prioritizing 
debate, deliberation, dissent, dialogue, and public spaces as central to any 
viable notion of global citizenship. In addition, if citizenship is to be global, 
it must develop a sense of radical humanism that comprehends social and 
environmental justice outside of national boundaries. Human suffering does 
not stop at the borders of nation-states.

In my view, one of your most inspiring proposals is the claim for a more dignifying and 
committed role of the educator at all levels of the educational system. Do you confirm this 
as one of your main goals? How do you summarize the main goals of your writing?

I have always argued that teachers must be treated as a critical public re-
source, essential not only to the importance of an empowering educational 
experience for students but also the formation of a democratic society. At 
the institutional level, this means giving teachers an opportunity to exercise 
power over the conditions of their work. We cannot separate what teachers 
do from the economic and political conditions that shape their work, that 
is, their academic labor. This means they should have both the time and the 
power to institute structural conditions that allow them to produce curricu-
lum, collaborate with parents, conduct research, and work with communities. 
Moreover, school buildings must be limited in size to permit teachers and 
others to construct, maintain, and enhance a democratic community for 
themselves and their students. We are talking not only about the issue of class 
size but how space is institutionally constructed as part of a political project 
compatible with the formation of lived, democratic communities. Secondly, 
teachers should be given the freedom to shape the school curricula, engage 
in shared research with other teachers and with others outside of the school, 
and to play a central role in the governance of the school and their labor. 
Educational empowerment for teachers cannot be separated from issues of 
power and governance. Educators should be valued as public intellectuals 
who connect critical ideas, traditions, disciplines, and values to the public 
realm of everyday life. But at the same time, educators must assume the 
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responsibility of connecting their work to larger social issues, while raising 
questions about what it means to provide students with the skills they need 
to write policy papers, be resilient against defeat, analyze social problems, 
and learn the tools of democracy, and learning how to make a difference in 
one’s life as a social agent.

You also propose a close link between theory and practice, which have been made 
separate in our academic systems and in our societies. Can you please expand on the 
advantages of linking them for the purposes of citizenship education?

Citizenship education must take seriously the connection between theory 
and practice, reflection and action. All too often, theory in academia slides 
into a form of theoreticism in which theory either becomes an end in itself, 
relegated to the heights of an arcane, excessive and utterly ethereal existence, 
or it degenerates into a form of careerism, offering the fastest train to aca-
demic prominence. But theory is hardly a luxury connected to the fantasy 
of intellectual power. On the contrary, theory is a resource that enables us to 
both define and respond to problems as they emerge in particular contexts. 
Its transformative power resides in the possibility of enabling forms of agency 
not in its ability to solve problems. Its politics is linked to the ability to imag-
ine the world differently and then to act differently and this is its offering to 
any viable notion of citizenship education. At stake here is not the question 
does theory matter, which should be as obvious as asking whether critical 
thought matters, but the issue of what the political and public responsibili-
ties of theory might be, particularly in theorizing a global politics for the 
twenty-first century. Theory is not just about contemplation or paving a way 
to academic stardom, it is foremost about intervention in the world, raising 
ideas to the worldly space of public life, social responsibility, and collective 
intervention in the world. If learning is a fundamental part of social change, 
theory is a crucial resource to studying the full range of everyday practices 
that circulate throughout diverse social formations and to find better forms 
of knowledge and modes of intervention in the face of the challenge of either 
a growing authoritarianism or a manufactured cynicism.

You have often been accused of equating education with instilling ideological propa-
ganda in students and you have rejected these accusations by arguing for a particular 
view of critical pedagogy. How, do you think, does a critical pedagogy promote a free 
mind?

Far from instilling propaganda in students, I think critical pedagogy begins 
with the assumption that knowledge and power should always be subject to 
debate, held accountable, and critically engaged. Central to the very defini-
tion of critical pedagogy is a common concern for reforming schools and 
developing modes of pedagogical practice in which teachers and students 
become critical agents actively questioning and negotiating the  relationship 
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between theory and practice, critical analysis and common sense, and learn-
ing and social change. This is hardly a prescription for propaganda. I think 
critical pedagogy is often seen as dangerous because it is built around a 
project that goes to the very heart of what education is about and is framed 
around a series of important and often ignored questions such as: Why 
do we [as educators] do what we do the way we do it? Whose interest does 
schooling serve? How might it be possible to understand and engage the 
diverse context in which education takes place? But critical pedagogy is not 
concerned simply with offering students new ways to think critically and act 
with authority as agents in the classroom, it is also concerned with providing 
teachers and students with the skills and knowledge to expand their capaci-
ties to both question deep-seated assumptions and myths that legitimate the 
most archaic and disempowering social practices that structure every aspect 
of society and to take responsibility for intervening in the world. In other 
words, critical pedagogy forges critique and agency through a language of 
scepticism and possibility.

The relevance of humanities departments in universities worldwide is being reconsidered 
by the university management, by the labor market and the wider society more generally. 
How can, in your opinion, those departments face the challenge not only of survival 
but also of countering the “crisis of culture,” which you cite from Raymond Williams, 
and of reclaiming their relevance?

In recent years, I have been working out of a series of projects which ad-
dress a number of interrelated concerns: the substantive role of culture, in 
particular popular culture, as the primary site where pedagogy and learning 
take place, especially for young people; the role that academics and cultural 
workers might assume as public intellectuals mindful of the constitutive 
force culture plays in shaping public memory, moral awareness, and political 
agency; the significance of the university, specifically the humanities, as a 
public sphere essential to sustaining a vibrant democracy yet under assault 
by the forces of corporatization; and the centrality of youth as an ethical 
register for measuring the changing nature of the social contract since the 
1980s and its implications for a broader discourse on hope and the future. 
The humanities traditionally have offered both a refuge and a possibility 
for thinking about these issues, though under historical conditions which 
bear little resemblance to the present. This is particularly evident as the 
conditions for the production of knowledge, national identity, and citizen-
ship have changed in a rapidly globalizing, post-9/11 world order marked 
by the expansion of new electronic technologies; the consolidation of 
global media; Western de-industrialization, deregulation, and downsizing; 
the privatization of public goods and services; and the marketization of all 
aspects of social life.
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The “crisis” in the humanities reflects a crisis within the larger society about 
the meaning and viability of institutions that define themselves as serving a 
public rather than private good. The ongoing vocationalization of higher 
education, the commodification of the curriculum, the increasing role the 
university plays as part of the national security state, and the transformation 
of students into consumers have undermined the humanities in its efforts to 
offer students the knowledge and skills they need for learning how to govern 
as well as develop the capacities necessary for deliberation, reasoned argu-
ments, and social action. The incursion of corporate and military culture into 
university life undermines the university’s responsibility to provide students 
with an education that allows them to recognize the dream and promise of 
a substantive democracy. While it is true that the humanities must keep up 
with developments in the sciences, the new media, technology, and other 
fields, its first responsibility is to treat these issues not merely pragmatically 
as ideas and skills to be learned but as sites of political and ethical interven-
tion, deeply connected to the question of what it means to create students 
who can imagine a democratic future for all people.

In its best moments, this era of crisis, fear, and insecurity has reinvigorated 
the debate over the role that the humanities and the university more gener-
ally might play in creating a pluralized public culture essential for animating 
basic precepts of democratic public life. Matters of history, global relations, 
ethical concerns, creativity and the development of new literacies and modes 
of communication should be central to any humanities education and the 
conversation they enable but, at the same time, such conversations have for 
the most part failed to consider more fundamental issues about the need to 
revitalize the language of civic education as part of a broader discourse of po-
litical agency and critical citizenship in a globalized society. More specifically, 
a better understanding of why the humanities has avoided the challenge of 
those critical discourses capable of interrogating how the society represents 
itself (for example, the gap suggested by the apogee of democracy at the 
precise moment of its hollowing out) and how and why individuals fail to 
critically engage such representations is crucial to understand if educators are 
to intervene in the oppressive social relationships they often legitimate.

Given these contexts, educators in the humanities must ask new kinds of 
questions beginning with: How do educators respond to value-based ques-
tions regarding the “usefulness” of the humanities and the range of purposes 
it should serve? What knowledges are of most worth? What does it mean to 
claim authority in a world where borders are constantly shifting? What role 
does the humanities have in a world in which the “immaterial production” 
of knowledge becomes the most important form of capital? How might peda-
gogy be understood as a political and moral practice rather than a technical 
strategy in the service of corporate culture? And, what relation should the 
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humanities have to young people as they develop a sense of agency, particu-
larly in relation to the obligations of critical citizenship and public life in a 
radically transformed cultural and global landscape?

As citizenship becomes increasingly privatized and youth are increas-
ingly educated to become consuming subjects rather than critical social 
subjects, it becomes all the more imperative for educators working within 
the humanities to rethink the space of the social, and to develop a critical 
language in which notions of the public good, public issues, and public life 
become central to overcoming the privatizing and depoliticizing language 
of the market. Central to this issue for me is the role that higher education 
might play as a democratic public sphere.

You challenge the traditional understanding of the word “intellectual.”  How does this 
notion apply to the contemporary world?

I have always believed that the notion of the intellectual carries with it a 
number of important political, cultural, and social registers. In contrast to the 
notion that intellectuals are a specialized group of experts, I have argued that 
everybody is an intellectual in that we all have the capacity to think, produce 
ideas, be self-critical, and connect knowledge (wherever it comes from) to 
forms of self and social development. At the same time, those intellectuals 
who have the luxury of defining their social function through the produc-
tion of intellectual ideas have a special responsibility to address how power 
works through the institutions, individuals, social formations, and everyday 
life so as to enable or close down democratic values, identities, and relations. 
More specifically, I believe that the most important obligation that intellectu-
als have to knowledge is through understanding its relationship to power not 
as a complementary relation but as one of opposition. I think intellectuals 
whether in or outside of the academy must connect ideas to the world and 
engage their skills and knowledge as part of a larger struggle over democratic 
ideas, values and justice. Intellectuals have a responsibility not only to make 
truth prevail in the world and fight injustice wherever it appears, but also to 
organize their collective passions to prevent human suffering, genocide, and 
diverse forms of unfreedom linked to domination and exploitation. Intellectu-
als have a responsibility to analyze how language, information, and meaning 
work to organize, legitimate, and circulate values, structure reality, and offer 
up particular notions of agency and identity. For public intellectuals, the lat-
ter challenge demands a new kind of literacy and critical understanding with 
respect to the emergence of the new media and electronic technologies, and 
the new and powerful role they play as instruments of public pedagogy.

Critical reflection is an essential dimension of justice and is central to civic 
education, and it is precisely with respect to keeping justice and democracy 
alive in the public domain that intellectuals have a responsibility to the global 
world. Today, the concept of the intellectual, as Pierre Bourdieu reminds us, 
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has become synonymous with public relations, sycophantic apologists, and 
fast-talking media types. Educators as public intellectuals need a new vocabu-
lary for linking hope, social citizenship, and education to the demands of 
substantive democracy. I am suggesting that educators need a new vocabulary 
for connecting not only how we read critically but also how we engage in 
movements for social change. I also believe that simply invoking the relation-
ship between theory and practice, critique and social action will not do. Any 
attempt to give new life to a substantive democratic politics must address both 
how people learn to be political agents and what kind of educational work is 
necessary within many kinds of public spaces to enable people to use their full 
intellectual resources to both provide a profound critique of existing institu-
tions and struggle to work towards fulfilling the promise of a radical global 
democracy. As public intellectuals, educators and other cultural workers need 
to understand more fully why the tools we used in the past feel awkward in the 
present, often failing to respond to problems now facing the United States and 
other parts of the globe. More specifically, we face the challenge posed by the 
failure of existing critical discourses to bridge the gap between how the society 
represents itself and how and why individuals fail to understand and critically 
engage such representations in order to intervene in the oppressive social re-
lationships they often legitimate. By combining the mutually interdependent 
roles of critic and active citizen, intellectual work at its best can exercise civic 
courage as a political practice, a practice that begins when one’s life can no 
longer be taken for granted. Such a stance not only connects intellectual work 
to making dominant power accountable, it also makes concrete the possibility 
for transforming hope and politics into an ethical space and public act that 
confronts the flow of everyday experience and the weight of social suffering 
with the force of individual and collective resistance and the unending project 
of democratic social transformation. The road to authoritarianism begins when 
societies stop questioning themselves and, when such questioning stops, it is 
often because intellectuals either have become complicit with such silence 
or they actively produce it. Clearly, critical intellectuals have a responsibility 
to oppose this deafening quiet in the face of an emerging global barbarism, 
evidence of which can be seen in a number of growing religious, political, and 
economic fundamentalisms.

One of your most radical statements is that every educational act is political and that 
every political act should be pedagogical. In the same way that your work crosses into 
different disciplinary areas, you have also tried to link different institutional divisions 
in which pedagogy takes place: education, politics and the media, just to name a few. 
What are your reasons for and the risks of such an undertaking?

In the last few decades, I have tried to resurrect the profound insights of 
theorists such as Antonio Gramsci, Raymond Williams, Edward Said, and 
others who have argued that the educational force of the broader culture has 
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become one of the most important political sites in the struggle over ideas, 
values, and agency. Permanent education is a fundamental part of what it 
means to create those identities and values that constitute the narrative of the 
political. In the past, education was limited to schooling, but it has become 
clear that most of the education that takes place today, which is so vital to 
any democracy, takes place in a broader number of sites including screen 
culture, popular culture, the Internet, and in the all-encompassing old and 
new media. I have stressed that these new sites of education, which I call the 
realm of public pedagogy, are crucial to any notion of politics because they 
are the sites in which people often learn, unlearn, or simply do not get the 
knowledge and skills that prepare them to become critical agents, capable 
of not merely understanding the society and world in which they live but 
also being able to assume the mantle of governance.

You have dedicated a great amount of your recent work to what you consider an unfair 
treatment of the youth in contemporary societies by both public and private institutions 
(e.g., the government, the educational system, the press and society in general). What 
specific role can educators play in countering this trend?

Well, the first thing they can do is to recognize the obligation that adults 
have to youth if in fact we are going to take seriously not only the social con-
tract but the very possibility of a democratic future. The second thing that 
can be done is to try to understand those forces, especially neoliberalism, 
neoconservatism, militarism and religious fundamentalism, that view youth 
either as a commodity or as utterly expendable, especially poor youth and 
youth of color, and how they can be challenged in every social institution 
and addressed through policies that truly view youth as a social investment 
rather than a threat, fodder for the military, or a commodity.

How do you view the introduction of a new academic interdisciplinary subject that 
aims to develop intercultural competencies, that is, to improve the students’ capacity to 
communicate and interact effectively across cultures, both nationally and internation-
ally? How can educators implement this interdisciplinary and intercultural subject 
within a critical pedagogy approach? Does this project relate to your claims for a “new 
language for expressing global solidarity”?

I think that the question of intercultural competencies has to be understood 
within a broader notion of literacy linked to both the acquisition of agency 
and the ability to recognize that matters of difference are inextricably tied 
to issues of respect, tolerance, dialogue, and our responsibility to others. 
Multicultural literacy as a discursive intervention is an essential step toward 
not only a broader notion of self-representation, but also a more global 
notion of agency and democracy. Literacy in this sense not only is plural-
ized and expanded, it is also the site in which new dialogical practices and 
social relations become possible. Literacy, as I am using it here, does a kind 
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of bridging work necessary to democracy while also offering up modes of 
translation that challenge strategies of common sense and domination. At 
the same time, intercultural competencies must be connected to the central 
dynamics of power as a way of engaging differences and exclusions so as to 
understand their formations as part of a historical process of struggle and 
negotiation. In this instance, such competencies further more than under-
standing and awareness; they also serve as modes of critical understanding in 
which dialogue and interpretation are connected to modes of intervention 
in which cultural differences can be viewed as an asset rather than a threat 
to democracy.

Your writing style is very powerful and idiosyncratic, and you have been both criti-
cized and praised for it. Some of your readers find it too obscure and impregnated 
with ideology and others find it vibrant, stimulating, and very inspiring. I belong to 
the latter and I would like to ask you to what extent its use is purposeful and what 
purposes it serves?

I have tried in the last decade to make my writing accessible to a broader public 
while not compromising its theoretical rigor. This seems to present a lot of 
problems for those academics whose discourse is largely impenetrable, highly 
specialized, and plugged into narrow definitions of careerism. Academics, espe-
cially on the Left in the United States, are generally very bad writers, a problem 
connected less to matters of skill than to an arcane notion of professionalism. 
Many live in “theory world” and generally address very specialized audiences. 
On the one hand, much of their work is indebted to a kind of postmodern 
irony or cleverness, or it is so pedantic that it lacks either any political integ-
rity or passion. On the other hand, the bar has been set so low in the United 
States around matters of clarity and style that it is always difficult to reach a 
broader public if conventional matters of style and language are challenged, 
as they are in my work. Of course, the grumbling about my work is not merely 
about style, it is also because I often make the political primary to my work 
in a way that makes the project I am working out of quite clear. The backlash 
against committed writing, if not engaged politics, is so strong in universities, 
the media and other established sites of public pedagogy that asserting the 
importance of politics as a crucial aspect of everyday life and learning is an 
incredibly difficult but absolutely necessary fight to wage.

You have been very critical about what the contemporary developed world is providing 
to the youth, namely more surveillance in schools, the so-called excellence in education 
translated into more standardized assessment, a commercialized culture, etc. I have no 
doubts that you are very aware that it is difficult for critical educators, as individual 
professionals burdened themselves by the demands of the government, the school man-
agement, students and parents, and society as a whole, to counter these tendencies on 
their own. Your writings have undoubtedly inspired and supported their efforts. Do 
you have any special message for them?
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Yes, these are very difficult times, but the stakes are very high, and if we value 
democracy and have any hope whatsoever for the future, we must continue 
the struggle for connecting education to democracy, learning social change, 
and excellence to equity. The only other option is either cynicism or complic-
ity and no educator deserves that. I also think it is important to recognize 
that these struggles are going on all over the world, and that we are not alone 
and shouldn’t be alone in taking on these crucial battles, battles that will 
determine the fate of global democracy in the twenty-first century.

How do you account for the increasing interest of foreign language/culture educators 
in your work, despite their traditional little interest in the critical theories of schooling 
and pedagogy?

Of course, one has to recognize that historically there have been a number 
of foreign language/culture educators who have addressed the connection 
between language and critical pedagogy, particularly people working in TE-
SOL. I think much of that work was produced far ahead of its time and only 
now are the conditions emerging that enable educators to recognize its im-
portance to the current discursive/pedagogical/educational global context. 
As it becomes clear that you cannot decouple issues concerning language 
usage from issues of dialogue, communication, culture, and power, matters 
of politics and pedagogy become crucial to how one understands pedagogy 
as a political issue and the politics of language as a deeply pedagogical con-
sideration. I have argued for a number of years that language as both an 
object and subject of mastery, understanding, and engagement is the site in 
which people negotiate the most fundamental elements of their identities, 
the relationship between themselves and others, and their relationship to the 
larger world. I have also made clear that it has become very difficult in light 
of this understanding to treat language as simply a technical issue. Clearly, its 
importance lies in recognizing that it is a moral and political practice deeply 
connected to both matters of critical agency and the unending struggle to 
expand and deepen democracy itself. Matters of language and culture are 
crucial to how one is shaped and what one does as an intellectual. Hence, 
language is the cultural foundation for how educators both address and 
define the meaning and purpose of pedagogy in the formation and acquisi-
tion of particular modes of individual and social agency. This is a question 
that I have been addressing in my work for over thirty years but also one 
that I have taken up as part of a larger concern with what it means to make 
the pedagogical more political in its ongoing task of expanding democratic 
values, relationships, identities, and public spheres. This is where I think 
my work seems to resonate in the current historical conjuncture. Learning 
a foreign language is a largely humanistic endeavor rather than an elite or 
strictly methodological task, and the force of its importance has to be tied 
to its relevance as an empowering, emancipatory, and democratic function. 
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My work understands language as a mode of learning and dissent, one 
that is both crucial to configuring and translating the boundaries between 
the public and the private, and attending to questions of politics, power, 
public consciousness, and civic courage. More than ever language needs to 
be revitalized as part of a public pedagogy that energizes the imagination, 
expands the autonomy of the individual, and deepens a viable notion of 
political agency. Language is part of what Edward Said called a politics of 
worldliness inextricably tied up to matters of history, power, and a culture 
of questioning and democratic struggles. Critical pedagogy in my work has 
always taken the latter concerns seriously and it just might be that this work 
is now being rediscovered and used by foreign language/culture educators. 
I think many people are desperate for a discourse that links critique to hope, 
knowledge to passion, and pedagogy to justice. I would like to believe my 
work offers them some hope in dark times.
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8
Cultural Studies, Critical Pedagogy, and the 

Responsibility of Intellectuals



If you accept my definition that this is really what Cultural Studies has been 
about, of taking the best we can in intellectual work and going with it in this 
very open way to confront people for whom it is not a way of life, for whom 
it is not in any probability a job, but for whom it is a matter of their own 
intellectual interest, their own understanding of the pressures on them, pres-
sures of every kind, from the most personal to the most broadly political—if 
we are prepared to take that kind of work and to revise the syllabus and 
discipline as best we can, on this site which allows that kind of interchange, 
then Cultural Studies has a very remarkable future indeed.

—Raymond Williams1

Within the last few decades, a number of critical and cultural studies theorists 
such as Stuart Hall, Lawrence Grossberg, Douglas Kellner, Meghan Morris, 
Toby Miller, and Tony Bennett have provided valuable contributions to our un-
derstanding of how culture deploys power and is shaped and organized within 
diverse systems of representation, production, consumption, and distribution. 
Particularly important to such work is an ongoing critical analysis of how sym-
bolic and institutional forms of culture and power are mutually entangled in 
constructing diverse identities, modes of political agency, and the social world 
itself. Within this approach, material relations of power and the production of 
social meaning do not cancel each other out but constitute the precondition 
for all meaningful practices. Culture is recognized as the social field where 
goods and social practices are not only produced, distributed, and consumed, 
but also invested with various meanings and ideologies that are implicated 
in the generation of political effects. Culture is partly defined as a circuit of 
power, ideologies, and values in which diverse images and sounds are produced 
and circulate, identities are constructed, inhabited and discarded, agency is 
manifested in both individualized and social forms, institutions produce and 
constrain social practices, and discourses are created which make culture 
itself the object of inquiry and critical analyses. Rather than being viewed as 
a static force, the substance of culture and everyday life—knowledge, goods, 
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social practices, and contexts—repeatedly mutates and is subject to ongoing 
changes and interpretations.

Following the work of Antonio Gramsci, Raymond Williams, and Stuart 
Hall, many cultural theorists acknowledge the primacy of culture’s role as an 
educational site where identities are being continually transformed, power 
is enacted, and learning assumes a political dynamic as it becomes not only 
the condition for the acquisition of agency but also the sphere for imagining 
oppositional social change. As both a space for the production of meaning 
and social interaction, culture is viewed by many contemporary theorists as 
an important terrain in which various modes of agency, identity, and values 
are neither prefigured nor always in place but subject to negotiation and 
struggle and open for creating new democratic transformations, though 
always within various degrees of iniquitous power relations. Rather than 
dismissed as a reflection of larger economic forces or as simply the “common 
ground” of everyday life, culture is recognized by many advocates of cultural 
studies as both a site of contestation and as a site of utopian possibility, a 
space in which an emancipatory politics can be fashioned which “consists 
in making seem possible precisely that which, from within the situation, is 
declared to be impossible.”2

Cultural studies theorists have greatly expanded our theoretical understand-
ing of the ideological, institutional, and performative workings of culture, but 
as important as this work might be, it does not go far enough—though there 
are some exceptions as in the work of Stanley Aronowitz, bell hooks, and Nick 
Couldry—in connecting the most critical insights of cultural studies with an 
understanding of the importance of critical pedagogy, particularly as part of 
a larger project for expanding the possibilities of a democratic politics, the 
dynamics of resistance, and the capacities for social agency. For too many 
theorists, pedagogy often occupies a limited role theoretically and politically in 
configuring cultural studies as a form of cultural politics.3 While many cultural 
studies advocates recognize the political importance of pedagogy, it is often 
acknowledged in a very limited and narrow way. For instance, when invoked 
as an important political practice, pedagogy is either limited to the role that 
oppositional intellectuals might play within academia or it is reduced almost 
entirely to forms of learning that take place in schools. Even when pedagogy 
is related to issues of democracy, citizenship, and the struggle over the shaping 
of identities and identifications, it is rarely taken up as part of a broader public 
politics—as part of a larger attempt to explain how learning takes place outside 
of schools or what it means to assess the political significance of understanding 
the broader educational force of culture in the new age of media technology, 
multimedia, and computer-based information and communication networks. 
Put differently, pedagogy is limited to what goes on in schools, and the role of 
cultural studies theorists who address pedagogical concerns is largely reduced 
to doing or teaching cultural studies within the classroom.
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Within this discourse, cultural studies becomes available as a resource to 
educators who can then teach students how to look at the media (industry 
and texts), analyze audience reception, challenge rigid disciplinary bound-
aries, critically engage popular culture, produce critical knowledge, or use 
cultural studies to reform the curricula and challenge disciplinary formations 
within public schools and higher education. For instance, Shane Gunster has 
argued that the main contribution that cultural studies makes to pedagogy 
“is the insistence that any kind of critical education must be rooted in the 
culture, experience, and knowledge that students bring to the classroom.”4 
While this is an important insight, it has been argued in enormously so-
phisticated ways for over fifty years by a host of progressive educators that 
include John Dewey, Maxine Greene, and Paulo Freire. But the problem 
lies not in Gunster’s unfamiliarity with such scholarship, but in his willing-
ness to repeat the presupposition that the exclusive site in which pedagogy 
becomes a relevant object of analysis is the classroom. If he had crossed the 
disciplinary boundaries that he decries in his celebration of cultural studies, 
he would have found that educational theorists such as Roger Simon, David 
Trend, and others have expanded the meaning of pedagogy as a political 
and moral practice and extended its application far beyond the classroom 
while also attempting to combine the cultural and the pedagogical as part 
of a broader notion of political education and cultural studies.

Many cultural studies theorists, such as Lawrence Grossberg, have rightly 
suggested that cultural studies has an important role to play in helping edu-
cators rethink, among other things, the nature of pedagogy, knowledge, the 
purpose of schooling, and how schools are impacted by larger social forces.5 
And, surely, Gunster takes such advice seriously, but fails to understand its lim-
its and in doing so repeats a now familiar refrain among critical educational 
theorists about connecting pedagogy to the histories, lived experiences, and 
discourses that students bring to the classroom. In spite of the importance of 
bringing matters of culture and power to the schools, I think that too many 
cultural studies theorists are remiss in suggesting that pedagogy is primarily 
about schools and by implication that the intersection of cultural studies and 
pedagogy has little to do with theorizing the role that pedagogy might play 
in linking learning to social change outside of traditional sites of schooling.6 
Pedagogy is not simply about the social construction of knowledge, values, 
and experiences, it is also a performative practice embodied in the lived 
interactions among educators, audiences, texts, and institutional formations. 
Pedagogy, at its best, implies that learning takes place across a spectrum of 
social practices and settings in society. As Roger Simon observes, pedagogy 
points to the multiplicity of sites in which education takes place and offers 
the possibility for a variety of cultural workers

to comprehend the full range of multiple, shifting and overlapping of sites of 
learning that exist within the organized social relations of everyday life. This 
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means being able to grasp, for example, how workplaces, families, community 
and institutional health provision, film and television, the arts, groups organized 
for spiritual expression and worship, organized sport, the law and the provision 
of legal services, the prison system, voluntary social service organizations, and 
community based literacy programs all designate sets of organized practices within 
which learning is one central feature and outcome.7

In what follows, I want to argue that pedagogy is central to any viable notion 
of cultural politics and that cultural studies is crucial to any viable notion of 
pedagogy. Moreover, it is precisely at the intersection at which diverse tradi-
tions in cultural studies and pedagogy mutually inform each other that the 
possibility exists of making the pedagogical more political for cultural studies 
theorists and the political more pedagogical for educators. I am particularly 
concerned about how the intersection of cultural studies, pedagogy, and poli-
tics can be read as an effort to redefine the role of academics as public intel-
lectuals, higher education as a crucial public sphere for educating students to 
address matters vital to a democratic society, and pedagogy as enabling both 
a culture of questioning as well as strategic interventions into those practices, 
structures and struggles that connect learning to public life.

Rethinking the Importance of Cultural Studies for Educators

My own interest in cultural studies emerges out of an ongoing project to 
theorize the regulatory and emancipatory relationship among culture, power, 
and politics as expressed through the dynamics of what I call public pedagogy. 
Such a project concerns, in part, the diverse ways in which culture functions 
as a contested sphere over the production, distribution, and regulation of 
power and how and where it operates both symbolically and institutionally as 
an educational, political, and economic force. Drawing upon a long tradition 
in cultural studies work, I take up culture as constitutive and political, not only 
reflecting larger forces but also constructing them; in this instance, culture not 
only mediates history, it shapes it. I want to argue that culture is the primary 
terrain for realizing the political as an articulation and intervention into the 
social, a space in which politics is pluralized, recognized as contingent, and 
open to many formations.8 I also argue that it is a crucial terrain in order to 
render visible both the global circuits that now frame material relations of 
power and a cultural politics in which matters of representation and mean-
ing shape and offer concrete examples of how politics is expressed, lived, and 
experienced. Culture, in this instance, is the ground of both contestation 
and accommodation, and it is increasingly characterized by the rise of mega 
corporations and new technologies which are transforming the traditional 
spheres of the economy, industry, society, and everyday life. Culture now plays 
a central role in producing narratives, metaphors, and images that exercise 
a powerful pedagogical force over how people think of themselves and their 
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relationship to others. From my perspective, culture is the primary sphere in 
which individuals, groups, and institutions engage in the art of translating the 
diverse and multiple relations that mediate between private life and public 
concerns. It is also the sphere in which the translating possibilities of culture 
are under assault, particularly as the forces of neoliberalism dissolve public 
issues into utterly privatized and individualistic concerns.

Central to my work in cultural studies is the assumption that the primacy 
of culture and power be organized through an understanding of how the 
political becomes pedagogical, particularly in terms of how private issues 
are connected to larger social conditions and collective forces; that is, how 
the very processes of learning constitute the political mechanisms through 
which identities are shaped, desires mobilized, and experiences take on 
form and meaning within and through collective sets of conditions and 
those larger forces that constitute the realm of the social. In this context, 
pedagogy is no longer restricted to what goes on in schools, but becomes a 
defining principle of a wide ranging set of cultural apparatuses engaged in 
what Raymond Williams has called “permanent education.” Williams right-
fully believed that education in the broadest sense plays a central role in any 
viable form of cultural politics. He writes

What [permanent education] valuably stresses is the educational force of our whole 
social and cultural experience. It is therefore concerned, not only with continuing 
education, of a formal or informal kind, but with what the whole environment, 
its institutions and relationships, actively and profoundly teaches. . . .[Permanent 
education also refers to] the field in which our ideas of the world, of ourselves 
and of our possibilities, are most widely and often most powerfully formed and 
disseminated. To work for the recovery of control in this field is then, under any 
pressures, a priority. 9

Williams argued that any viable notion of critical politics would have to pay 
closer “attention to the complex ways in which individuals are formed by the 
institutions to which they belong, and in which, by reaction, the institutions 
took on the color of individuals thus formed.”10 Williams also foregrounded 
the crucial political question of how agency unfolds within a variety of cultural 
spaces structured within unequal relations of power.11 He was particularly 
concerned about the connections between pedagogy and political agency, 
especially in light of the emergence of a range of new technologies that 
greatly proliferated the amount of information available to people while at 
the same time constricting the substance and ways in which such meanings 
entered the public domain. The realm of culture for Williams had taken on 
a new role in the latter part of the twentieth century because the actuality of 
economic power and its attendant networks of control now exercised more 
influence than ever before in shaping how identities are produced, desires 
mobilized, and everyday social relations take on the force and meaning of 



Chapter 8



common sense.12 Williams clearly understood that making the political more 
pedagogical meant recognizing that where and how the psyche locates itself 
in public discourse, visions, and passions provides the groundwork for agents 
to enunciate, act, and reflect on themselves and their relations to others and 
the wider social order.

Following Williams, I want to reaffirm the importance of pedagogy in any 
viable understanding of cultural politics. In doing so, I want to comment on 
some very schematic and incomplete elements of cultural studies that I think 
are useful for thinking about not only the interface between cultural studies 
and critical pedagogy, but also for deepening and expanding the theoretical 
and political horizons of critical pedagogical work. I believe that pedagogy 
represents both a mode of cultural production and a type of cultural criti-
cism that is essential for questioning the conditions under which knowledge 
is produced, values affirmed, affective investments engaged, and subject 
positions are put into place, negotiated, taken up, or refused. Pedagogy is a 
referent for understanding the conditions for critical learning and the often 
hidden dynamics of social and cultural reproduction. As a critical practice, 
pedagogy’s role lies in not only changing how people think about themselves, 
their relationship to others and the world, but also in energizing students 
and others to engage in those struggles that further possibilities for living in 
a more just and fairer society. But like any other body of knowledge which 
is constantly struggled over, pedagogy must constantly enter into dialogue 
with other fields, theoretical domains, and emerging theoretical discourses. 
As diverse as cultural studies is as a field, there are a number of insights it 
provides that are crucial to educators who use critical pedagogy both in and 
outside of their classrooms.

First, in the face of contemporary forms of political and epistemological 
relativism a more politicized version of cultural studies makes a claim for 
the use of highly disciplined, rigorous theoretical work. Not only does such 
a position reject the notion that intellectual authority can only be grounded 
in particular forms of social identity, it also refuses an increasing anti-intel-
lectualism that posits theory as too academic and complex to be of any use in 
addressing important political issues. While many cultural studies advocates 
refuse to either separate culture studies from politics or reject theory as too 
complex and abstract, they also reject theory as a sterile form of theoreticism 
and an academicized vocabulary that is as self-consciously pedantic as it is 
politically irrelevant. Matters of language, experience, power, ideology, and 
representation cannot make a detour around theory, but that is no excuse 
for elevating theory to an ethereal realm that has no referent outside of its 
own obtuseness or rhetorical cleverness. While offering no guarantees, theory 
in a more critical perspective is seen as crucial to attending to questions of 
politics, power, and public considerations. Moreover, theory in this view is 
called upon as a resource to do the important bridging work in which cul-
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tural studies is connected to those sites and spheres of contestation in which 
it becomes possible to open up rhetorical and pedagogical spaces between 
the actual conditions of dominant power and the promise of future space 
informed by a range of democratic alternatives.13 Theory in this instance 
does not merely reference itself but is valued by both its ability to open up 
new horizons of possibilities and offer strategic interventions into shaping 
everyday life. Lawrence Grossberg clearly articulates this position in his com-
ment on the role of theory within cultural studies. He writes:

Theory in cultural studies is measured by its relation to, its enablement of, strategic 
interventions into the specific practices, structures, and struggles characterizing 
its place in the contemporary world. Cultural studies is propelled by its desire to 
construct possibilities, both immediate and imaginary, out of its historical circum-
stances. It has no pretensions to totality or universality; it seeks only to give us a 
better understanding of where we are so that we can get somewhere else (some 
place, we hope, that is better—based on more just principles of equality and the 
distribution of wealth and power), so that we can have a little more control over 
the history that we are already making . . . A theory’s ability to “cut into the real,” 
to use Benjamin’s metaphor, is measured by the political positions and trajectories 
theory enables in response to the concrete contexts of power it confronts. Just 
like people in everyday life, cultural studies begins to grapple with and analyze 
difficult experiences at hand; it draws upon and extends theories to enable it to 
break into experience in new ways.14

Underlying such a public project is a firm commitment to intellectual rigor 
and a deep regard for matters of compassion and social responsibility aimed 
at deepening and extending the possibilities for critical agency, racial justice, 
economic democracy, and the just distribution of political power. Hence, 
cultural studies theorists often reject the anti-intellectualism, specialization, 
and methodological reification often found in other disciplines. Similarly, 
such theorists also reject both the universalizing dogmatism found in some 
strands of radical theory as well as a postmodern epistemology that enshrines 
difference, identity, and plurality at the expense of developing more inclusive 
notions of the social that bring together historically and politically differenti-
ated forms of struggles. The more progressive strains of cultural studies do 
not define or value theory and knowledge strictly within particular interests 
as much as they define their political currency and promise as part of a more 
generalized notion of freedom that combines democratic principles, values, 
and experiences with the rights and discourses that build on the histories 
and struggles of those excluded others. For instance, cultural studies theorist 
Imre Szeman has looked at the ways in which globalization opens up not only 
a new space for pedagogy but “constitutes a problem of and for pedagogy.”15 
Szeman looks at the various forms of public pedagogy at work in the rhetoric 
of newspapers, TV news shows, financial service companies, advertising in-
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dustries, and the mass media, and how such rhetoric fashions a triumphalist 
view of globalization. He then offers an analysis of how alternative pedagogies 
are produced within various globalization protest movements that have taken 
place in cities such as Seattle, Toronto, and Genoa—movements that have 
attempted to open up new modes and sites of learning while enabling new 
forms of collective resistance. What is particularly important about Szeman’s 
analysis is how new pedagogical practices of resistance are being fashioned 
through the use of new media such as the Internet and digital video to chal-
lenge official pedagogies of globalization.

Second, cultural studies is radically contextual in that the very questions 
that it asks change in every context. Theory and criticism do not become 
an end in themselves but are always engaged as a resource and method in 
response to problems raised in particular contexts, social relations, and in-
stitutional formations. This suggests that how we respond as educators and 
critics to the spheres in which we work is conditioned by the interrelation-
ship between the theoretical resources we bring to a specific context and 
the worldly space of publicness that produces distinct problems and condi-
tions particular responses to them. Politics as an intervention into public 
life is expressed, in this instance, as part of a broader attempt to provide 
a better understanding of how power works in and through historical and 
institutional contexts and particular relations of power while simultaneously 
opening up imagined possibilities for changing them. Lawrence Grossberg 
puts it well in arguing that cultural studies must be grounded in an act of 
doing, which in this case means “intervening into contexts and power . . . 
in order to enable people to act more strategically in ways that may change 
their context for the better.”16 For educators, this suggests that pedagogy is 
not an a priori set of methods that simply needs to be uncovered and then 
applied regardless of the contexts in which one teaches but is the outcome 
of numerous deliberations and struggles between different groups over how 
contexts are made and remade, often within unequal relations of power. 
At the same time, it is crucial for educators to recognize that while educa-
tors need to be attentive to the particular context in which they work, they 
cannot separate such contexts from larger matters and configurations of 
power, culture, ideology, politics, and domination. As Doug Kellner and 
Meenakshi Gigi Durham observe, “pedagogy does not elide or occlude 
issues of power. . . .Thus, while the distinctive situation and interests of the 
teachers, students, or critics help decide what precise artifacts are engaged, 
what methods will be employed, and what pedagogy will be deployed, the 
sociocultural environment in which cultural production, reception, and 
education occurs must be scrutinized as well.”17

The notion that pedagogy is always contextual rightly points to linking 
the knowledge that is taught to the experiences that students bring to their 
classroom encounters. One implication for such work is that future and 
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existing teachers be educated about the viability of developing context-
dependent learning that takes account of student experiences and their 
relationships to popular culture and its terrain of pleasure, including those 
cultural industries that are often dismissed as producing mere entertain-
ment. Despite the growing diversity of students in both public schools and 
higher education, there are few examples of curriculum sensitivity to the 
multiplicity of economic, social, and cultural factors bearing on students’ 
lives. Even where there is a proliferation of programs such as ethnic and black 
studies in higher education, these are often marginalized in small programs 
far removed from the high status prestige associated with courses organized 
around business, computer science, and Western history. Cultural studies 
at least provides the theoretical tools for allowing teachers to recognize the 
important, though not unproblematic, cultural resources that students bring 
to school and the willingness to affirm and engage them critically as forms 
of knowledge crucial to the production of the students’ sense of identity, 
place, and history. Equally important, the knowledge produced by students 
offers educators opportunities to learn from young people and to incorpo-
rate such knowledge as an integral part of their own teaching. Yet, there is 
an important caveat that cannot be stated too strongly.

I am not endorsing a romantic celebration of the notion of relevance or 
the knowledge and experience that students bring to the classroom. Nor 
am I arguing that larger contexts that frame both the culture and political 
economy of the schools and the experiences of students be ignored. I am 
also not suggesting that teaching be limited to the resources that students 
already have as much as I am arguing that educators need to find ways to 
make knowledge meaningful in order to make it critical and transformative. 
Moreover, by locating students within differentiated sets of histories, expe-
riences, literacies, and values, pedagogical practices can be employed that 
not only raise questions about the strengths and limitations of what students 
know, but also grapple with the issue of what conditions must be engaged 
to expand the capacities and skills needed by students to become engaged 
global citizens and responsible social agents. This is not a matter of making 
a narrow notion of relevance the determining factor in the curriculum. But 
it is an issue of connecting knowledge to everyday life, meaning to the act of 
persuasion, schools and universities to broader public spheres, and rigorous 
theoretical work to affective investments and pleasures that students use in 
mediating their relationship to others and the larger world.

Third, the cultural studies emphasis on transdisciplinary work is impor-
tant because it provides a rationale for challenging how knowledge has 
been historically produced, hierarchically ordered, and used within disciplines 
to sanction particular forms of authority and exclusion. By challenging the 
established academic division of labor, a transdisciplinary approach raises 
important questions about the politics of representation and its deeply en-
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trenched entanglement with specialization, professionalism, and dominant 
power relations. The commitment to a transdisciplinary approach is also 
important because such work often operates at the frontiers of knowledge, 
and prompts teachers and students to raise new questions and develop mod-
els of analysis outside of the officially sanctioned boundaries of knowledge 
and the established disciplines that sanction them. Transdisciplinarity in this 
discourse serves a dual function. On the one hand, it firmly posits the arbi-
trary conditions under which knowledge is produced and encoded, stressing 
its historically and socially constructed nature and deeply entrenched con-
nection to power and ideological interests. On the other hand, it endorses 
the relational nature of knowledge, inveighing against any presupposition 
that knowledge, events, and issues are either fixed or should be studied in 
isolation. Transdisciplinary approaches stress both historical relations and 
broader social formations, always attentive to new linkages, meanings, and 
possibilities. Strategically and pedagogically, these modes of analyses suggest 
that while educators may be forced to work within academic disciplines, they 
can develop transdisciplinary tools to make established disciplines the object 
of critique while simultaneously contesting the broader economic, political, 
and cultural conditions that reproduce the academic division of labor. This 
is a crucial turn theoretically and politically because transdisciplinary ap-
proaches foreground the necessity of bridging the work educators do within 
the academy to other academic fields as well as other public spheres. Such 
approaches also suggest that educators function as public intellectuals by en-
gaging in ongoing public conversations that cut across particular disciplines 
while attempting to get their ideas out to more than one type of audience. 
Under such circumstances, educators must address the task of learning the 
forms of knowledge and skills that enable them to speak critically and broadly 
on a number of issues to a vast array of publics.

Fourth, in a somewhat related way, the emphasis on the part of many 
cultural studies theorists to study the full range of cultural practices that 
circulate in society opens the possibility for understanding a wide variety 
of new cultural forms that have become the primary educational forces 
in advanced industrial societies. This seems especially important at a time 
when new electronic technologies and the emergence of visual culture as 
a primary educational force offer new opportunities to inhabit knowledge 
and ways of knowing that simply do not correspond to the long standing 
traditions and officially sanctioned rules of disciplinary knowledge or of 
the one-sided academic emphasis on print culture. The scope and power 
of these new informational technologies, multimedia, and visual culture 
warrant that educators become more reflective about engaging both the 
production, reception, and situated use of new technologies, popular texts, 
and diverse forms of visual culture and how they structure social relations, 
values, particular notions of community, the future, and varied definitions 
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of the self and others. Texts in this sense do not merely refer to the culture 
of print or the technology of the book, but to all those audio, visual, and 
electronically mediated forms of knowledge that have prompted a radical 
shift in the construction of knowledge and the ways in which knowledge is 
produced, received, and consumed. Recently, my own work has focused on 
the ways in which Disney’s corporate culture—its animated films, radio pro-
grams, theme parks, and Hollywood blockbusters—functions as an expansive 
teaching machine which appropriates media and popular culture in order 
to rewrite public memory and offer young people an increasingly privatized 
and commercialized notion of citizenship.18

Contemporary youth do not simply rely on the culture of the book to 
construct and affirm their identities; instead, they are faced with the daunt-
ing task of negotiating their way through a decentered media-based cultural 
landscape no longer caught in the grip of either a technology of print or 
closed narrative structures.19 I don’t believe that educators and other cul-
tural workers can critically understand and engage the shifting attitudes, 
representations, and desires of new generations of youth strictly within 
the dominant disciplinary configurations of knowledge and practice and 
traditional forms of pedagogy. Educators need a more expansive view of 
knowledge and pedagogy that provides the conditions for young people and 
adults to engage popular media and mass culture as serious objects of social 
analysis and to learn how to read them critically through specific strategies 
of understanding, engagement, and transformation. Informing this notion 
of knowledge and pedagogy is a view of literacy that is multiple and dynamic 
rather than singular and fixed. The modernist emphasis on literacy must be 
reconfigured in order for students to learn multiple literacies rooted in a 
mastery of diverse symbolic domains. At the same time, it is not enough to 
educate students to be critical readers across a variety of cultural domains, 
they must also become cultural producers, especially if they are going to 
create new alternative public spheres in which official knowledge and its 
one-dimensional configurations can be challenged. That is, students must 
also learn how to utilize the new electronic technologies, how to think about 
the dynamics of cultural power and how it works on and through them so 
that they can build alternative cultural spheres in which such power is shared 
and used to promote noncommodified values rather than simply mimic 
corporate culture and its underlying transactions.

Fifth, cultural studies provocatively stresses analyzing public memory not 
as a totalizing narrative, but as a series of ruptures and displacements. His-
torical learning in this sense is not about constructing a linear narrative but 
about blasting history open, rupturing its silences, highlighting its detours, 
acknowledging the events of its transmission, and organizing its limits within 
an open and honest concern with human suffering, values, and the legacy 
of the often unrepresentable or misrepresented. History is not an artifact 
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to be merely transmitted, but an ongoing dialogue and struggle over the 
relationship between representation and agency, material relations of power 
and maps of meaning. The emphasis on struggle not only makes clear the 
discursive nature of historical narrative, but also situates history within a 
notion of contingency that removes it from offering any guarantees. This is 
not meant to imply that some histories are not more truthful and accurate 
than others. Such a position is undeniable and warrants important concerns 
about matters of argument, evidence, logic, and methodology. What is being 
suggested is that history is addressed through narratives that cannot free 
themselves from their own social conditioning and that while some histori-
cal accounts may offer important lessons, they offer no guarantees. James 
Clifford is insightful in arguing that history should “force a sense of location 
on those who engage with it.”20 This means challenging official narratives 
of conservative educators such as William Bennett, Lynne Cheney, Diane 
Ravitch, and Chester Finn for whom history is primarily about recovering and 
legitimating selective facts, dates, and events. A pedagogy of public memory 
is about making connections that are often hidden, forgotten, or willfully 
ignored. Public memory in this sense becomes not an object of reverence 
but an ongoing subject of debate, dialogue, and critical engagement. Public 
memory is also about critically examining one’s own historical location amid 
relations of power, privilege, or subordination. More specifically, this sug-
gests engaging history, as has been done repeatedly by radical intellectuals 
such as Howard Zinn and Noam Chomsky, by analyzing how knowledge is 
constructed through its absences. Public memory as a pedagogical practice 
functions, in part, as a form of critique that addresses the fundamental in-
adequacy of official knowledge in representing marginalized and oppressed 
groups along with, as John Beverly points out, the deep-seated injustices 
perpetrated by institutions that contain such knowledge and the need to 
transform such institutions in the “direction of a more radically democratic 
nonhierarchical social order.”21

Sixth, cultural studies theorists are increasingly paying attention to their 
own institutional practices and pedagogies.22 They have come to recognize 
that pedagogy is deeply implicated in how power and authority are employed 
in the construction and organization of knowledge, desires, values, and 
identities. Such a recognition has produced a new self-consciousness about 
how particular forms of teacher authority, classroom knowledge, and social 
practices are used to legitimate particular values and interests within unequal 
relations of power. Questions concerning how pedagogy works to articulate 
knowledge, meaning, desire, and values to effects not only provides the con-
ditions for a pedagogical self-consciousness among teachers and students, 
but also foregrounds the recognition that pedagogy is a moral and political 
practice and cannot be reduced to an a priori set of skills or techniques. 
Rather, pedagogy in this instance is defined as a cultural practice that must 
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be accountable ethically and politically for the stories it produces, the claims 
it makes on public memories, and the images of the future it deems legiti-
mate. As both an object of critique and a method of cultural production, 
critical pedagogical practices cannot hide behind claims of objectivity, and 
should work, in part, to link theory and practice in the service of organizing, 
struggling over, and deepening democratic political, economic, and social 
freedoms. In the broadest sense, critical pedagogy should offer students and 
others—outside of officially sanctioned scripts—the historically and contex-
tually specific knowledge, skills, and tools they need to both participate in, 
govern, and change when necessary those political and economic structures 
of power that shape their everyday lives. Needless to say, such tools are not 
pregiven but are the outcome of struggles, debate, dialogue, and engage-
ment across a variety of public spheres.

While this list is both schematic and incomplete, it points to some impor-
tant theoretical considerations that can be appropriated from the field of 
cultural studies as a resource for advancing a more public and democratic 
vision for higher education. Hopefully, it suggests theoretical tools for con-
structing new forms of collaboration among faculty, a broadening of the 
terms of teaching and learning, and new approaches toward interdisciplin-
ary research that address local, national, and international concerns. The 
potential that cultural studies has for developing forms of collaboration that 
cut across national boundaries is worth taking up.

Where Is the Project(s) in Cultural Studies

Like any other academic field, cultural studies is marked by a number of 
weaknesses that need to be addressed by educators drawn to some of its more 
critical assumptions. First, there is a tendency in some cultural studies work 
to be simply deconstructive, that is, there is a refusal to ask questions about 
the insertion of symbolic processes into societal contexts and their imbrica-
tion with the political economy of power. Any viable form of cultural studies 
cannot insist exclusively on the primacy of signification over power, and in 
doing so reduce its purview to questions of meaning and texts. An obsession 
in some cases with cultural texts results in privileging literature and popular 
culture over history and politics. Within this discourse, material organizations 
and economic power disappear into some of the most irrelevant aspects of 
culture. Matters of fashion, cultural trivia, isolated notions of performance, 
and just plain cultural nonsense take on the aura of cultural analyses that 
yield to the most privatized forms of inquiry while simultaneously “obstruct-
ing the formulation of a publically informed politics.”23 In opposition to this 
position, cultural studies needs to foreground the ways in which culture and 
power are related through what Stuart Hall calls “combining the study of 
symbolic forms and meanings with the study of power,” or more specifically 
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the “insertion of symbolic processes into societal contexts and their imbrica-
tion with power.”24 Douglas Kellner for years has also argued that any viable 
approach to cultural studies has to overcome the divide between political 
economy and text-based analyses of culture.25 But recognizing such a divide 
is not the same thing as overcoming it. Part of this task necessitates that 
cultural studies theorists anchor their own work, however diverse, in a radi-
cal project that seriously engages the promise of an unrealized democracy 
against its really existing forms. Of crucial importance to such a project is 
rejecting the assumption that theory can understand social problems without 
contesting their appearance in public life. At the same time, it is crucial to 
any viable notion of cultural studies that it reclaim politics as an ongoing 
critique of domination and society as part of a larger search for justice. Any 
viable cultural politics needs a socially committed notion of injustice if we 
are to take seriously what it means to fight for the idea of the good society. I 
think Zygmunt Bauman is right in arguing that “If there is no room for the 
idea of wrong society, there is hardly much chance for the idea of good society 
to be born, let alone make waves.”26 Cultural studies advocates need to be 
more forceful, if not committed, to linking their overall politics to modes of 
critique and collective action that address the presupposition that democratic 
societies are never too just or just enough, and such a recognition means that 
a society must constantly nurture the possibilities for self-critique, collective 
agency, and forms of citizenship in which people play a fundamental role 
in critically discussing, administrating and shaping the material relations 
of power and ideological forces that shape their everyday lives. Moreover, 
the struggle over creating an inclusive and just democracy can take many 
forms, offers no political guarantees, and provides an important normative 
dimension to politics as an ongoing process of democratization that never 
ends. Such a project is based on the realization that a democracy that is 
open to exchange, question, and self-criticism never reaches the limits of 
justice, that is, it is never just enough, and is never finished. It is precisely the 
open-ended and normative nature of such a project that provides a common 
ground for cultural studies theorists to share their differences and diverse 
range of intellectual pursuits.

Second, cultural studies is still largely an academic discourse and as such 
is often too far removed from other cultural and political sites where the 
work of public pedagogy takes place. In order to become a public discourse 
of any importance, cultural studies theorists will have to focus their work on 
the immediacy of problems that are more public and that are relevant to 
important social issues. Such issues might include the destruction of the eco-
logical biosphere, the current war against youth, the hegemony of neoliberal 
globalization, the widespread attack by corporate culture on public schools, 
the ongoing attack on the welfare system, the increasing rates of incarcera-
tion of people of color, the increasing gap between the rich and the poor, or 
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the dangerous growth of the prison-industrial complex. Moreover, cultural 
studies theorists need to write for a variety of public audiences, rather than 
for simply a narrow group of specialized intellectuals. Such writing needs to 
become public by crossing over into sites and avenues of expression that speak 
to more general audiences in a language that is clear but not theoretically 
simplistic. Intellectuals must combine their scholarship with commitment 
in a discourse that is not dull or obtuse and expands the reach of their audi-
ence. This suggests using opportunities offered by a host of public means of 
expression including the lecture circuit, radio, Internet, interview, alternative 
magazines, and the church pulpit, to name only a few.

Third, cultural studies theorists need to be more specific about what it 
would mean to be both self-critical as well as attentive to learning how to 
work collectively through a vast array of networks across a number of public 
spheres. This might mean sharing resources with cultural workers both within 
and outside of the university such as the various groups working for global 
justice or those activists battling the ongoing destruction of state provisions 
both within and outside of the United States. This suggests that cultural 
studies become more active in addressing the ethical and political challenges 
of globalization. As capital, finance, trade, and culture become extraterrito-
rial, removed from traditional political constraints, it becomes all the more 
pressing that global networks and political organizations be put into play to 
provide an effective response to the reach and power of neoliberal globaliza-
tion. Engaging in intellectual practices that offer the possibility of alliances 
and new forms of solidarity among cultural workers such as artists, writers, 
journalists, academics, and others who engage in forms of public pedagogy 
grounded in a democratic project represents a small, but important, step in 
addressing the massive and unprecedented reach of global capitalism.

Critical educators also need to register and make visible their own sub-
jective involvement in what they teach, interact in the classroom and other 
cultural sites, and locate, mediate, and defend the political nature of their 
work as teachers and cultural workers, but not exclusively in individualized 
terms, which refuse to link commitment, scholarship, and pedagogy. Such 
a task points to the necessity for educators and cultural theorists to define 
intellectual practice “as part of an intricate web of morality, rigor and re-
sponsibility”27 that enables them to speak with conviction, enter the public 
sphere in order to address important social problems, and demonstrate 
alternative models for what it means to bridge the gap between higher 
education and the broader society. One useful approach is for educators to 
think through the distinction between a politicizing pedagogy, which insists 
wrongly that students think as we do, and a political pedagogy that teaches 
students by example the importance of taking a stand without standing still 
while rigorously engaging with the full range of ideas about an issue. Political 
pedagogy connects understanding and critical engagement with the issue 
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of social responsibility and what it would mean to educate students to not 
only critically engage the world but also be responsible enough to fight for 
those political and economic conditions that make its democratic possibilities 
viable. Such a pedagogy affirms the experience of the social and the obliga-
tions it evokes regarding questions of responsibility and social transformation 
by opening up for students important questions about power, knowledge, 
and what it might mean for them to critically engage the conditions under 
which life is presented to them and simultaneously work to overcome those 
social relations of oppression that make living unbearable for those who 
are poor, hungry, unemployed, refused adequate social services, and under 
the aegis of neoliberalism, viewed largely as disposable. What is important 
about this type of critical pedagogy is the issue of responsibility and what it 
would mean for cultural studies educators to encourage students to reflect 
on what it would mean to connect knowledge and criticism to becoming 
an actor, buttressed by a profound desire to overcome injustice and a spir-
ited commitment to social agency. Political education teaches students to 
take risks, challenge those with power, and encourage them to be reflexive 
about how power is used in the classroom. Political education proposes 
that the role of the public intellectual is not to consolidate authority, but to 
question and interrogate it and that teachers and students should temper 
any reference for authority with a sense of critical awareness and an acute 
willingness to hold it accountable for its consequences. Moreover, political 
education foregrounds education not within the imperatives of specializa-
tion and professionalization, but within a project designed to expand the 
possibilities of democracy by linking education to modes of political agency 
that promote critical citizenship and engage the ethical imperative to allevi-
ate human suffering. On the other hand, politicizing education silences in 
the name of orthodoxy and imposes itself on students while undermining 
dialogue, deliberation, and critical engagement. Politicizing education 
is often grounded in a combination of self-righteousness and ideological 
purity that silences students as it imposes “correct” positions. Authority in 
this perspective rarely opens itself to self-criticism or for that matter to any 
criticism, especially from students. Politicizing education cannot decipher 
the distinction between critical teaching and pedagogical terrorism because 
its advocates have no sense of the difference between encouraging human 
agency and social responsibility and molding students according to the 
imperatives of an unquestioned ideological position. Politicizing education 
is more religious than secular, more about training than educating, and it 
harbors a great dislike for complicating issues, promoting critical dialogue, 
and generating a culture of questioning.

Finally, if cultural studies theorists are truly concerned about how culture 
operates as a crucial site of power in the modern world, they will have to 
take more seriously how pedagogy functions on local and global levels to 
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secure and challenge the ways in which power is deployed, affirmed, and 
resisted within and outside traditional discourses and cultural spheres. In this 
instance, pedagogy becomes an important theoretical tool for understand-
ing the institutional conditions that place constraints on the production of 
knowledge, learning, and academic labor itself. Pedagogy also provides a 
discourse for engaging and challenging the production of social hierarchies, 
identities, and ideologies as they traverse local and national borders. In ad-
dition, pedagogy as a form of production and critique offers a discourse of 
possibility, a way of providing students with the opportunity to link meaning 
to commitment, and understanding to social transformation—and to do so 
in the interest of the greatest possible justice. Unlike traditional vanguard-
ists or elitist notions of the intellectual, cultural studies should embrace 
the notion that the vocation of intellectuals be rooted in pedagogical and 
political work tempered by humility, a moral focus on suffering, and the 
need to produce alternative visions and policies that go beyond a language 
of critique. I now want to shift my frame a bit in order to focus on the im-
plications of the concerns I have addressed thus far and how they might be 
connected to developing an academic agenda for teachers as public intel-
lectuals in higher education, particularly at a time when neoliberal agendas 
increasingly guide social policy.

The Responsibility of Intellectuals and the Politics of Education

In opposition to the corporatizing of everything educational, educators need 
to define higher education as a resource vital to the democratic and civic 
life of the nation. At the heart of such a task is the challenge for academ-
ics, cultural workers, and labor organizers to join together and oppose the 
transformation of higher education into commercial spheres, to resist what 
Bill Readings has called a consumer oriented corporation more concerned 
about accounting than accountability.28 As Zygmunt Bauman reminds us, 
schools are one of the few public spaces left where students can learn the 
“skills for citizen participation and effective political action. And where 
there is no [such] institution, there is no “citizenship” either.”29 Public and 
higher education may be one of the few sites available in which students 
can learn about the limits of commercial values, address what it means to 
learn the skills of social citizenship, and learn how to deepen and expand 
the possibilities of collective agency and democratic life. Defending educa-
tion at all levels of learning as a vital public sphere and public good rather 
than merely a private good is necessary to develop and nourish the proper 
balance between democratic public spheres and commercial power, between 
identities founded on democratic principles and identities steeped in forms 
of competitive, self-interested individualism that celebrate selfishness, profit 
making, and greed. This view suggests that public and higher education be 
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defended through intellectual work that self-consciously recalls the tension 
between the democratic imperatives and possibilities of public institutions 
and their everyday realization within a society dominated by market prin-
ciples. If public and higher education are to remain sites of critical thinking, 
collective work, and social struggle, public intellectuals need to expand their 
meaning and purpose. As I have stressed repeatedly, academics, teachers, 
students, parents, community activists, and other socially concerned groups 
must provide the first line of defense in defending public and higher educa-
tion as a resource vital to the moral life of the nation, open to people and 
communities whose resources, knowledge, and skills have often been viewed 
as marginal. Such a project suggests that educators and cultural studies theo-
rists develop a more inclusive vocabulary for aligning politics with the tasks 
of leadership. In part, this means providing the language, knowledge, and 
social relations for students to engage in the “art of translating individual 
problems into public issues, and common interests into individual rights 
and duties.”30 Leadership demands a politics and pedagogy that refuses to 
separate individual problems and experience from public issues and social 
considerations. Within such a perspective, leadership displaces cynicism with 
hope, challenges the neoliberal notion that there are no alternatives with 
visions of a better society, and develops a pedagogy of commitment that puts 
into place modes of literacy in which competency and interpretation pro-
vide the basis for actually intervening in the world. Leadership invokes the 
demand to make the pedagogical more political by linking critical thought 
to collective action, human agency to social responsibility, and knowledge 
and power to a profound impatience with a status quo founded upon deep 
inequalities and injustices.

One of the most crucial challenges that educators and cultural studies 
advocates face is rejecting the neoliberal collapse of the public into the 
private, the rendering of all social problems as biographical in nature. 
The neoliberal obsession with the private not only furthers a market-based 
politics that reduces all relationships to the exchange of money and the ac-
cumulation of capital, it also depoliticizes politics itself and reduces public 
activity to the realm of utterly privatized practices and utopias, underscored 
by the reduction of citizenship to the act of buying and purchasing goods. 
Within this discourse all forms of political solidarity, social agency, and col-
lective resistance disappear into the murky waters of a biopolitics in which 
the pursuit of privatized pleasures and ready-made individual choices are 
organized on the basis of marketplace pursuits and desires that cancel out 
all modes of social responsibility, commitment, and action. The current 
challenge intellectuals face is to reclaim the language of the social, agency, 
solidarity, democracy, and public life as the basis for rethinking how to name, 
theorize, and strategize a new kind of politics, notions of political agency, 
and collective struggle.
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This challenge suggests, in part, positing new forms of social citizenship 
and civic education that have a purchase on people’s everyday lives and 
struggles. Academics bear an enormous responsibility in opposing neolib-
eralism—the most dangerous ideology of our time—by bringing democratic 
political culture back to life. Part of this effort demands creating new locations 
of struggle, vocabularies, and subject positions that allow people in a wide 
variety of public spheres to become more than they are now, to question what 
it is they have become within existing institutional and social formations, and 
“to give some thought to their experiences so that they can transform their 
relations of subordination and oppression.”31 One element of this struggle 
could take the form of resisting attacks on existing public spheres such as 
the schools while creating new spaces in clubs, neighborhoods, bookstores, 
trade unions, alternative media sites, and other places where dialogue and 
critical exchanges become possible. At the same time, challenging neoliber-
alism means fighting against the ongoing reconfiguration of the state into 
the role of an enlarged police precinct designed to repress dissent, regulate 
immigrant populations, incarcerate youth who are considered disposable, 
and safeguard the interests of global investors. As governments globally give 
up their role of providing social safety nets, social provisions, and regulating 
the excesses of corporate greed, capital escapes beyond the reach of demo-
cratic control and marginalized individuals and groups are left to their own 
meager resources to survive. Under such circumstances, it becomes difficult 
to create alternative public spheres that enable people to become effective 
agents of change. Under neoliberalism’s reign of terror, public issues col-
lapse into privatized discourses and a culture of personal confessions, greed, 
and celebrities emerges that sets the stage for depoliticizing public life and 
providing the grounds for turning citizenship and governance into a form 
of consumerism.

The growing attack on public and higher education in American society 
may say less about the reputed apathy of the populace than it might about 
the bankruptcy of old political languages and orthodoxies and the need 
for new vocabularies and visions for clarifying our intellectual, ethical and 
political projects, especially as they work to reabsorb questions of agency, 
ethics, and meaning back into politics and public life. In the absence of such 
a language and the social formations and public spheres that make democracy 
and justice operative, politics becomes narcissistic and caters to the mood 
of widespread pessimism and the cathartic allure of the spectacle. In addi-
tion, public service and government intervention is sneered upon as either 
bureaucratic or a constraint upon individual freedom. Any attempt to give 
new life to a substantive democratic politics must address the issue of both 
how people learn to be political agents and what kind of educational work is 
necessary within what kind of public spaces to enable people to use their full 
intellectual resources to provide a profound critique of existing institutions 
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and struggle to make the operation of freedom and autonomy possible for as 
many people as possible in a wide variety of spheres. As critical educators, we 
are required to understand more fully why the tools we used in the past feel 
awkward in the present, often failing to respond to problems now facing the 
United States and other parts of the globe. More specifically, educators face 
the challenge posed by the failure of existing critical discourses to bridge the 
gap between how society represents itself and how and why individuals fail to 
understand and critically engage such representations in order to intervene 
in the oppressive social relationships they often legitimate.

Against neoliberalism, educators, cultural studies theorists, students, and 
activists face the task of providing a language of resistance and possibility, a 
language that embraces a militant utopianism while constantly being attentive 
to those forces that seek to turn such hope into a new slogan or punish and 
dismiss those who dare to look beyond the horizon of the given. Hope is the 
affective and intellectual precondition for individual and social struggle, the 
mark of courage on the part of intellectuals in and out of the academy who 
use the resources of theory to address pressing social problems. But hope is 
also a referent for civic courage which translates as a political practice and 
begins when one’s life can no longer be taken for granted, making concrete 
the possibility for transforming politics into an ethical space and public act 
that confronts the flow of everyday experience and the weight of social suf-
fering with the force of individual and collective resistance and the unending 
project of democratic social transformation.

There is a lot of talk among social theorists about the death of politics and 
the inability of human beings to imagine a more equitable and just world 
in order to make it better. I would hope that of all groups, educators would 
be the most vocal and militant in challenging this assumption by making it 
clear that at the heart of any form of inclusive democracy is the assumption 
that learning should be used to expand the public good, create a culture of 
questioning, and promote democratic social change. Individual and social 
agency become meaningful as part of the willingness to imagine otherwise 
“in order to help us find our way to a more human future.”32 Under such 
circumstances, knowledge can be used for amplifying human freedom and 
promoting social justice, and not for simply creating profits. The diverse 
but connected fields of cultural studies and critical pedagogy offer some 
insights for addressing these issues, and we would do well to learn as much 
as possible from them in order to expand the meaning of the political and 
revitalize the pedagogical possibilities of cultural politics and democratic 
struggles. The late Pierre Bourdieu has argued that intellectuals need to 
create new ways for doing politics by investing in political struggles through 
a permanent critique of the abuses of authority and power, especially under 
the reign of neoliberalism. Bourdieu wanted scholars to use their skills and 
knowledge to break out of the microcosm of academia, combine scholar-
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ship with commitment, and “enter into sustained and vigorous exchange 
with the outside world (especially with unions, grassroots organizations, 
and issue-oriented activist groups) instead of being content with waging the 
‘political’ battles, at once intimate and ultimately, and always a bit unreal, 
of the scholastic universe.”33

At a time when our civil liberties are being destroyed and public institutions 
and goods all over the globe are under assault by the forces of a rapacious 
global capitalism, there is a sense of concrete urgency that demands not only 
the most militant forms of political opposition on the part of academics, 
but new modes of resistance and collective struggle buttressed by rigorous 
intellectual work, social responsibility, and political courage. The time has 
come for intellectuals to distinguish caution from cowardice and recognize 
the ever fashionable display of rhetorical cleverness as a form of “disguised 
decadence.”34 As Derrida reminds us, democracy “demands the most concrete 
urgency . . . because as a concept it makes visible the promise of democracy, 
that which is to come.”35 We have seen glimpses of such a promise among 
those brave students and workers who have demonstrated in Seattle, Genoa, 
Prague, New York, and Toronto. As public intellectuals, academics can learn 
from such struggles by turning the university and public schools into vibrant 
critical sites of learning and unconditional sites of pedagogical and political 
resistance. The power of the existing dominant order does not merely reside 
in the economic or in material relations of power, but also in the realm of 
ideas and culture. This is why intellectuals must take sides, speak out, and 
engage in the hard work of debunking corporate culture’s assault on teach-
ing and learning, orient their teaching for social change, connect learning 
to public life, link knowledge to the operations of power, and allow issues of 
human rights and crimes against humanity in their diverse forms to occupy 
a space of critical and open discussion in the classroom. It also means step-
ping out of the classroom and working with others to create public spaces 
where it becomes possible to not only “shift the way people think about the 
moment, but potentially to energize them to do something differently in that 
moment,” to link one’s critical imagination with the possibility of activism 
in the public sphere.36 This is, of course, a small step, but if we do not want 
to repeat the present as the future or, even worse, become complicit in the 
dominant exercise of power, it is time for educators to mobilize collectively 
their energies by breaking down the illusion of unanimity that dominant 
power propagates while working diligently, tirelessly, and collectively to 
reclaim the promises of a truly global, democratic future.
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9
Mouse Power

Public Pedagogy, Cultural Studies, 
and the Challenge of Disney



The Disney stores promote the consumer products, which promote the 
theme parks, which promote the TV shows. The TV shows promote the 
company. Roger Rabbit promotes Christmas at Disneyland.

—Michael Eisner, Chairman, CEO, and President of Walt Disney Company1

There is nothing innocuous left. The little pleasures, expressions of life 
that seemed exempt from the responsibility of thought, not only have an 
element of deviant silliness, of callous refusal to see, but directly serve their 
diametrical opposite.

—Theodor Adorno2

Adorno’s insights seem particularly appropriate at a time when multinational 
corporations have become the driving force behind media culture, making 
it increasingly difficult to maintain what has always been a problematic posi-
tion—that the entertainment industry provides people with the moments 
of pleasure and escape they request. That corporate culture is rewriting the 
nature of children’s culture becomes clear as the boundaries once maintained 
between spheres of formal education and that of entertainment collapse 
into each other. To be convinced of this, one only has to consider a few tell-
ing events from the growing corporate interest in schools as profit-making 
ventures, the production of curricular materials by toy and food companies, 
or the increasing use of school space and time for the advertising and sale 
of consumer goods.

The organization and regulation of culture by large corporations such 
as Disney profoundly influence children’s culture and their everyday life. 
The concentration of control over the means of producing, circulating, 
and exchanging information has been matched by the emergence of new 
technologies which have transformed culture, especially popular culture, 
into the primary educational site in which youth learn about themselves, 
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their relationship to others, and the larger world. The Hollywood film in-
dustry, television, satellite broadcasting technologies, the internet, posters, 
magazines, billboards, newspapers, videos, and other media forms and tech-
nologies have transformed culture into a pivotal force in “shaping human 
meaning and behavior and regulat[ing] our social practices at every turn.”3 
Although the endlessly proliferating sites of media production promise 
unlimited access to vast stores of information, such sites are increasingly 
controlled by a handful of multinationals. Consider the Disney corporation’s 
share of the communication industry. Disney’s numerous holdings include: 
a controlling interest in 20 television stations that reach 25 percent of all 
U.S. households; ownership of over 21 radio stations and the largest radio 
network in the United States—serving 3,400 stations and covering 24 percent 
of all households in the country. In addition, Disney owns three music stu-
dios, ABC primetime Network News, and five motion picture studios. Other 
holdings include, but are not limited to, television and cable channels, book 
publishing, sports teams, theme parks, insurance companies, magazines, 
and multimedia productions.4 Mass produced images fill our daily lives and 
condition our most intimate perceptions and desires. At issue for parents, 
educators, and others is how culture, particularly media culture, has become 
a substantive, if not the primary, educational force in regulating the mean-
ings, values, and tastes that set the norms and conventions that offer up and 
legitimate particular subject positions—what it means to claim an identity 
as a male, female, white, black, citizen, or noncitizen as well as to define the 
meaning of childhood, the national past, beauty, truth, and social agency.5 
The scope and impact of new electronic technologies as teaching machines 
can be seen in some rather astounding statistics. It is estimated that “the aver-
age American spends more than four hours a day watching television. Four 
hours a day, 28 hours a week, 1456 hours a year.”6 The American Medical 
Association reports that the “number of hours spent in front of a television 
or video screen is the single biggest chunk of time in the waking life of an 
American child.”7

Such statistics warrant grave concern given that the pedagogical messages 
often provided through such programming are shaped largely by a $130 bil-
lion dollar a year advertising industry, which sells not only its products but also 
values, images, and identities that are largely aimed at teaching young people 
to be consumers. It would be reductionistic not to recognize that there is also 
some excellent programming that is provided to audiences, but by and large 
much of what is produced on television and in the big Hollywood studios 
panders to the lowest common denominator, defines freedom as consumer 
choice, and debases public discourse by reducing it to a spectacle.8

Nothing appears to be out of bounds for the mega corporations and their 
counterparts in the advertising industry when it comes to transforming child-
hood dreams into potential profits. For example, within two days after Mark 
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McGwire belted out his sixty-second homerun, breaking Roger Maris’s record, 
a television ad ran on all the major networks in which McGwire appeared 
hitting the home run, jogging around the bases, and picking up his son in 
celebration of his record breaking event. With his son in his arms, a camera 
zooms in on McGwire—hero to millions of kids—and a voice in the back-
ground asks: “What are you going to do now?” McGwire smiles, looks directly 
at the camera, and replies “I am going to take my son to Disneyland.”

The McGwire ad was followed up with the announcement in the dominant 
media, including the three major television network news programs, that 
the grounds keeper who had picked up McGwire’s record setting baseball 
would give it back to him, and that this generous deed would be rewarded 
with a free round trip ticket to Disneyland. Once again, Disney managed to 
appropriate a high profile American image and turn it into an advertisement 
for corporate America.

But such commercialism is not limited to appropriating events deeply 
associated in the national imagination with the efforts of heroic sports 
figures such as Mark McGwire and Michael Jordan, among others. No iden-
tity, desire, or need appears to escape the advertiser’s grip. For instance, 
The Disney Magazine recently ran an ad for “The ‘Baby Mickey’ Porcelain 
Doll.” The ad features a baby wearing a cap with the logo “Disney babies” 
on it. The baby’s pajama top also had a Mickey Mouse logo on it and just 
in case the reader missed the point, the baby is holding a Baby Mickey doll, 
with “Baby Mickey” emblazoned on its bib. The caption for the ad reads: 
“He drifts off to dreamland with Baby Mickey to cuddle nearby!”9 The doll 
is part of the Ashton-Drake Galleries collection offered to adults who can 
both rewrite their own memories of being a child in Disney’s terms while 
simultaneously indulging a commodified view of innocence that they can 
use to introduce their own infants into Disney’s version of childhood. The 
ad appeals to innocence as it appropriates it at one of its most seductive and 
vulnerable moments.

The Disney commercial fantasy machine uses innocence as a represen-
tational image to infantilize the very adults at whom it is aimed. Of course, 
the larger issue is that the commercialization of the media and the culture, 
in general, limits the choices that children and adults can make in extend-
ing their sense of agency beyond a commercial culture that enshrines an 
intensely myopic and conservative sense of self and society. Under these 
circumstances, one has to ask what price the public pays by simply focusing 
on merely the pleasure and fun that culture industries such as Disney pro-
vide while excluding the growing influence they have in shaping so many 
other facets of national and global life. Consider the enormous control that 
a handful of transnational corporations have over the diverse properties that 
shape popular and media culture: “51 of the largest 100 economies in the 
world are corporations.”10 Moreover, fewer than 10 conglomerates, whose 
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annual sales range from $10 to $27 billion dollars, dominate the media in 
the United States. These include major corporations such as Time Warner, 
General Electric, Disney, Viacom, TCI, and Westinghouse. Not only are these 
firms major producers of much of the entertainment, news, culture, and in-
formation that permeates our daily lives, they also produce “media software 
and have distribution networks like television networks, cable channels and 
retail stores.”11 Of course, the notion that corporations are involved in every 
aspect of cultural production—ranging from the production of identities, 
representations, and texts to control over the production, circulation, and 
distribution of cultural goods—is not a new insight to theorists of cultural 
studies. But what has been missing from such work is an analysis of the edu-
cational role that such corporations play in promoting a public pedagogy 
that uses, as Raymond Williams has pointed out, the educational force of 
all of its institutions, resources, and relationships to actively and profoundly 
teach an utterly privatized notion of citizenship and democracy. All too often 
within the parameters of such a public democracy, consumption is the only 
form of citizenship being offered to children, and democracy is privatized 
through an emphasis on egoistic individualism, low levels of participation in 
political life, and a diminishing of the importance of noncommodified public 
spheres. In what follows, I want to point to some theoretical and political 
implications for focusing on corporations as “teaching machines” engaged 
in a particular form of public pedagogy. In doing so, I will focus specifically 
on the Disney Corporation and what I will call its discourse of innocence 
as a defining principle in structuring its public pedagogy of commercialism 
within children’s culture.

Disney and the Politics of Innocence

Since the 1990s, the rise of corporate power and its expansion into all 
aspects of everyday life has grown by leaps and bounds.12 One of the most 
visible examples of such growth can be seen in the expanding role that The 
Walt Disney Company plays in shaping popular culture and daily life in the 
United States and abroad. The Disney Company is an exemplary model of 
the new face of corporate power at the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Like many other megacorporations, its focus is on popular culture, 
and it continually expands its reach to include not only theme parks but 
also television networks, motion pictures, cruise lines, baseball and hockey 
teams, Broadway theater, and a children’s radio program. What is unique 
about Disney is that, unlike Time Warner or Westinghouse, its brand name 
is almost synonymous with the notion of childhood innocence. As an icon of 
American culture and middle-class family values, Disney actively appeals to 
both parental concerns and children’s fantasies as it works hard to transform 
every child into a lifetime consumer of Disney products and ideas. In this 
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scenario, a contradiction emerges between Disney’s cutthroat commercial 
ethos and a Disney culture that presents itself as the paragon of virtue and 
childlike innocence. Disney has built its reputation on both profitability and 
wholesome entertainment. Largely removing itself from issues of power, 
politics, and ideology, it embraces a pristine, self-image associated with the 
magic of pixie dust and Mainstreet, USA. Yet, this is merely the calculating 
rhetoric of a corporate giant, whose annual revenues in 1997 exceeded $22 
billion as a result of its ability to manufacture, sell, and distribute culture on 
a global scale, making it the world’s most powerful leisure icon.13 Michael 
Ovitz, a former Disney executive, touches on the enormous power Disney 
wields in claiming “Disney isn’t a company as much as it is a nation-state with 
its own ideas and attitudes, and you have to adjust to them.”14

The image of Disney as a political and economic power promoting a 
specific culture and ideology appears at odds with a public relations image 
that portrays the company as one that offers young people the promise of 
making their dreams come true through the pleasures of wholesome enter-
tainment. The contradiction between the politics at work in shaping Disney 
culture and the appeal the company puts forth in order to construct and 
influence children’s culture is disturbing and problematic. But making Disney 
accountable for the ways in which it shapes children’s desires and identities 
becomes all the more important as the Disney corporation increasingly 
presents itself not only as a purveyor of entertainment and fun, but also as a 
political force in developing models of education that influence how young 
people are educated in public schools, spheres traditionally understood to 
offer children the space for critical and intellectual development uninhibited 
by the relentless fascinations of consumer culture.

Disney has given new meaning to the politics of innocence as a narrative 
for shaping public memory and for producing a “general body of identifica-
tions” that promote a sanitized version of American history.15 Innocence also 
serves as a rhetorical device that cleanses the Disney image of the messy influ-
ence of commerce, ideology, and power. In other words, Disney’s strategic 
association with childhood, a world cleansed of contradictions and free of 
politics, represents not just the basic appeal of its theme parks and movies, 
but also provides a model for defining corporate culture separate from the 
influence of corporate power. Hence, Michael Eisner, President and CEO 
of Walt Disney Company, is caught in a contradiction when he repeats the 
company line that Disney only gives children what they want, or when he 
panders to the rhetoric of innocence by arguing that his own role as CEO 
is comparable to being in charge of a giant toy store.16 Such comments are 
more than simple disingenuousness. Eisner willfully refuses to acknowledge 
responsibility for the role that Disney plays in harnessing children’s identi-
ties and desires to an ever-expanding sphere of consumption; for editing 
public memory to reconstruct an American past in its own image; or for 
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setting limits on democratic public life by virtue of its controlling influence 
on the media and its increasing presence in the schools. Education is never 
innocent, because it always presupposes a particular view of citizenship, 
culture, and society, and yet it is this very appeal to innocence, bleached 
of any semblance of politics, that has become a defining feature of Disney 
culture and pedagogy.

The Walt Disney Company’s attachment to the appeal of innocence pro-
vides both a rationale for Disney to reaffirm its commitment to children’s 
pleasure and to downplay any critical assessments of the role Disney plays as 
a benevolent corporate power in sentimentalizing childhood innocence as 
it simultaneously commodifies it. Stripped of the historical and social con-
structions that give it meaning, innocence in the Disney universe becomes 
an atemporal, ahistorical, apolitical, and atheoretical space where children 
share a common bond free of the problems and conflicts of adult society. 
Disney both markets this ideal and presents itself as a corporate parent who 
safeguards this protective space for children by magically supplying the fan-
tasies that nourish it and keep it alive. Michael Eisner not only recognizes 
the primacy of innocence for Disney’s success, he reaffirms the company’s 
longstanding public relations position that innocence somehow exists out-
side of the reach of adult society, and that Disney alone provides the psychic 
economy through which kids can express their childlike fantasies. He com-
ments: “The specific appeal of Disneyland, Disney films and products—family 
entertainment—comes from the contagious appeal of innocence. . . . Obvi-
ously, Disney characters strike a universal chord with children, all of whom 
share an innocence and openness before they become completely molded by 
their respective societies” (emphasis added).17 Eisner’s claim is important 
because it now suggests that Disney culture reflects rather than shapes a 
particular version of childhood innocence and subjectivity. There is little to 
insinuate in Eisner’s comments that Disney has always viewed children as an 
enormously productive market to fuel company profits, and that old Walt 
Disney clearly understood the appeal to innocence as a universal mechanism 
for exploiting the realm of childhood fantasies in its “relentless quest for 
new images to sell.”18 Old Walt may have had the best of intentions when it 
comes to making kids happy—and he had few doubts about the enormous 
commercial potential of youth.

Innocence plays a complex role in the Disney Company’s attempt to mar-
ket its self-image to the American public. Not only does it register Disney’s 
association with a sentimentalized notion of childhood fantasy, innocence 
also functions as the principle concept of moral regulation and as part of a 
politics of historical erasure. Further elaborating this dual strategy reveals 
that in Disney’s moral order innocence is “presented as the deepest truth,”19 
which when unproblematized can be used with great force and influence 
to legitimate the spectacle of entertainment as escapist fantasy. In addition, 
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innocence becomes the ideological and educational yardstick through which 
Disney promotes a conservative set of ideas and values as the normative and 
taken-for-granted “premises of a particular and historical form of social or-
der.”20 Recognizing that Disney has a political stake in creating a particular 
moral order favorable to its commercial interests raises fundamental ques-
tions about what it teaches to produce the meanings, desires, and dreams 
through which it attempts to inscribe both young people and adults within 
the Disney worldview.

Making the Political More Pedagogical

Although my focus is on Disney because of its particular attempt to mystify 
its corporate agenda with appeals to fun, innocence, and purity, the serious-
ness of the threat that Disney and other corporations present to a vibrant 
democracy in their control over information cannot be underestimated. I 
don’t mean to suggest that Disney is engaged in a conspiracy to undermine 
American youth or democracy around the world. Nor do I want to suggest 
that Disney is part of an evil empire incapable of providing joy and pleasure 
to the millions of kids and adults who visit its theme parks, watch its videos 
and movies, or buy products from its toy stores. On the contrary, the main 
issue here is that such entertainment now takes place under conditions “in 
which the media becomes a critical site for the articulation of a major intel-
lectual shift in the ground of public discourse . . . in which pricing systems are 
now brought to bear on any problem, anytime, anywhere.”21 In other words, 
media conglomerates such as Disney are not merely producing harmless en-
tertainment, disinterested news stories, or unlimited access to the information 
age; nor are they removed from the realm of power, politics, and ideology. 
Recognizing the pleasure Disney provides on a global scale does not mean 
that it is only about the production of entertainment and enjoyment.

I also want to avoid at the outset suggesting that Disney will have the 
same impact through its films, radio stations, theme parks, magazines, and 
other products on all those children and adults who are exposed to and ex-
perience Disney culture. Disney does not represent a self-contained system 
of formal conventions that is unchanging or static. Disney culture, like all 
cultural formations, is riddled with contradictions; rather than viewing the 
Disney empire as monolithic, it is important to emphasize that within Disney 
culture there are potentially subversive moments and pleasures. There are 
no passive dupes in this script, and many of Disney’s texts offer opportunities 
for oppositional readings. But at the same time, the potential for subversive 
readings, the recognition of the complex interplay of agency, or the mix-
ture of alienation and pleasure that the culture industry promotes does not 
cancel out the power of a corporation like Disney to monopolize the media 
and saturate everyday life with its own ideologies. Although it is true that 
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people mediate what they see, buy, wear, and consume, and bring different 
meanings to the texts and products that companies like Disney produce, it 
is crucial that any attempt to deal with the relationship between culture and 
politics not stop with such a recognition but investigate both its limits and 
its strengths, particularly in dealing with the three- to eight-year-old crowd.22 
Hence, it is crucial that any rendering and interpretation of Disney culture 
not be seen as either static or universal but be addressed as a pedagogical 
attempt to challenge the diverse meanings and commonsense renderings 
that students and others bring to their encounter with Disney culture in its 
various manifestations.

Engaging Disney’s public pedagogy as a cultural studies strategy, one that 
combines the political and the pedagogical, is meant to offer readers a set 
of problematics that enables them to inquire into what Disney represents in 
a way that they might not have thought about and to shatter commonsense 
assumptions regarding Disney’s claim to both promoting fun and games 
and protecting childhood innocence. In short, the aim of such a project is 
to both challenge and go beyond the charge that cultural critics who take a 
critical stand on Disney or argue for a particular interpretation of what Disney 
culture represents fail to consider other possible readings of Disney texts 
or “simply offer self-righteous tirades against an endless litany of ‘isms’.”23 
In fact, the real issue may not be one of ideological rigidity on the part of 
progressive cultural critics or their failure to assign multiple interpretations 
to Disney’s texts, but how to read cultural forms as they articulate with a 
whole assemblage of other texts, ideologies, and practices. How audiences 
interpret Disney’s texts may not be as significant as how some ideas, mean-
ings, and messages under certain political conditions become more highly 
rated as representations of reality than others, and how these representations 
assume the force of ideology by making an appeal to common sense while at 
the same time shaping political policies and programs that serve very specific 
interests—such as the passing of the 1996 Telecommunications Act, or the 
forging of school-business partnerships.

For some cultural theorists, the strength of Disney’s texts lies in the po-
tential they have for pleasure and for the multiple readings—outside of the 
realm of ideology—they provide for diverse audiences. Granted, recognizing 
that reception is itself constitutive of how meaning is produced and that the 
work of conferring meaning cannot be specified in advance is an important 
insight, but not one that by default eliminates the inordinate power of mega-
corporations such as Disney to control the range of meanings that circulate 
within society. There is a difference between political formations, which 
involve a mix of institutional and ideological forces, and reading methods 
that remind us that the relationship between determinations and effects 
are problematic. Similarly, Edward Said makes an important point about 
the relationship between method and politics when he insists that some 
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theorists “have fallen into the trap of believing that method is sovereign and 
can be systematic without also acknowledging that method is always part of 
some larger ensemble of relationships headed and moved by authority and 
power.”24 For Said, the forces of cultural production and reception are not 
equal; and this suggests dealing very differently with how we actually think 
about the relationship among politics, power, and pedagogy in linking these 
two modes of intervention. Focusing on how subjects interpret, mediate, 
or resist different messages, products, and social practices does not cancel 
out the concentrated assemblage of power that produces them, nor does 
it address the broader historical, cultural, and institutional affiliations that 
often privilege texts with specific intentions and meanings. Nor does such a 
method suggest that one is actually working out of a project that takes a stand 
against particular forms of domination while struggling to expand democratic 
relations and pluralize democratic public spheres. What is the celebration 
of any method, including audience research (in its various manifestations) 
actually against? What is the project that gives it meaning? And how does this 
appeal to method actually address the growing concentration of political and 
economic power and the broad spectrum of texts, institutions, and social 
practices that corporations such as Disney effectively reproduce?

Yet, how people mediate texts, produce different readings of various 
cultural forms, and allow themselves to experience the pleasure of various 
aspects of Disney culture cannot be ignored. However, the ways in which such 
messages, products, and conventions “work” on audiences is one that must 
be left open to the investigation of particular ethnographic interventions 
and/or pedagogical practices. There is no virtue, ideologically or politically, 
in simply pronouncing what Disney means—as if that is all there is to do. I 
am suggesting a very different approach to Disney, one that highlights the 
pedagogical and the contextual by raising questions about Disney—such as 
what role it plays in shaping childhood identity, public memory, national 
identity, gender roles, or in suggesting who qualifies as an American or what 
the role of consumerism is in American life—that expand the scope of inquiry 
in order to allow people to enter into such a discussion in a way that they ordi-
narily might not have. Disney needs to be engaged as a public discourse, and 
doing so means offering an analysis that forces civic discourse and popular 
culture to rub up against each other. Such an engagement represents both 
a pedagogical intervention and a way of recognizing the changing contexts 
in which any text must be understood and engaged.

Questioning what Disney teaches is part of a much broader inquiry 
regarding what it is that parents, children, educators and other cultural 
workers need to know in order to critique and challenge, when necessary, 
those institutional and cultural forces that have a direct impact on public 
life. Such inquiry is all the more important at a time when corporations hold 
such an inordinate amount of power in shaping children’s culture into a 
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largely commercial endeavor, using their various cultural technologies as 
teaching machines to relentlessly commodify and homogenize all aspects of 
everyday life, and in this sense posing a potential threat to the real freedoms 
associated with a substantive democracy. But questioning what megacorpora-
tions such as Disney teach also means appropriating the most resistant and 
potentially subversive ideas, practices, and images at work in their various 
cultural productions.

What Disney teaches cannot be abstracted from a number of important 
larger issues: What does it mean to make corporations accountable to the 
public? How might cultural studies theorists link public pedagogy to a critical 
democratic view of citizenship? How might diverse cultural workers develop 
forms of critical education that enable young people and adults to become 
aware of and interrogate the media as a major political, pedagogical, and social 
force? At the very least, such a project suggests that cultural studies theorists 
might give more thought to the importance of public pedagogy as a vital politi-
cal project. More specifically, how might such a project be incorporated as a 
defining principle of cultural studies in order to offer students and others the 
opportunity for learning how to use and critically read the new media technolo-
gies and their various cultural productions as pedagogical practices designed 
to secure particular identifications and desires in the service of a privatized 
notion of citizenship and democracy? Organizing to democratize the media 
and make it accountable to a participating citizenry also demands engaging 
in the hard political and pedagogical task of opening up corporations such 
as Disney to public interrogation and critical dialogue.25

Disney’s overwhelming presence in the United States and abroad reminds 
us that the battle over culture is central to the struggle over meaning and 
institutional power, and that for learning to become meaningful, critical, 
and emancipatory, it must not be surrendered to the dictates of consumer 
choice or to a prohibition on critically engaging how ideologies work within 
various social formations and cultural discourses. On the contrary, critical 
learning must be linked to the empowering demands of social responsibility, 
public accountability, and critical citizenship precisely as a form of cultural 
politics.

How we educate our youth is related to the collective future embodied 
in the stories that are told in the noncommodified spheres of our public 
culture. As noncommodified public culture comes under assault, we are 
faced with a growing commercial sphere that profoundly limits the vocabu-
lary and imagery available to youth and others for defining, defending, and 
reforming the state, civil society, and public culture as centers for critical 
learning and citizenship. None of us stand outside of the cultures of pleasure 
and entertainment that now hold such sway over American society. The test 
of such cultures may not lie in whether they are capable of producing joy 
and merriment, but in their capacity to offer narratives of pleasure without 
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undermining the basic institutions of a substantive democracy. What we 
don’t need is a culture industry that increasingly moves towards producing 
stories that turn children’s desires and dreams into fodder for the Disney 
Imagineers and profits for the Disney stores.
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10
Racial Politics, Pedagogy, and the Crisis of 

Representation in Academic Multiculturalism



Normative theoretical conceptions not tested against the worst calamities of 
our time might be thought to be taking life more easily than they should. 
Theories of rights and justice which do not seriously measure themselves 
against the realities of violation—violation of the norms about which they 
theorize, violation of the lives of human beings—and do not seriously mea-
sure themselves against the factors conducive to such violation, might be 
reckoned by this failure to be lacking in an important way.

—Norman Geras1

The Politics of Academic Multiculturalism

Within the last decade a number of critical theorists have made a strong case 
for rethinking the political and pedagogical possibilities of multiculturalism 
within higher education.2 Signaling a new understanding of how the mecha-
nisms of domination and exclusion work to reproduce and legitimate the 
entrenched dynamics of class, race, gender, and sexual hierarchies in higher 
education, critical multiculturalists often combine the study of symbolic forms 
and signifying practices with a reinvigorated and necessary study of the rela-
tions between culture and politics.3 For many critical multiculturalists the 
process of schooling is viewed as a terrain of struggle over the meaning and 
purpose of the humanities, the value of disciplinarity, the regulatory function 
of culture, the relationship between knowledge and authority, and who has 
ownership over the conditions for the production of knowledge.4 Critical 
multiculturalists have also called into question the foundational categories 
that establish the canons of great works, the “high” and “low” culture divide, 
and the allegedly “objective” scholarship that marks the exclusions within 
and between various disciplines.5 Similarly, they have fought bitter battles 
to establish academic programs that address the interests of various groups, 
including women’s studies, Latino studies, and gay and lesbian programs.6 In 
addition to challenging the content of curricula, they have successfully con-
fronted the institutional distribution of power in higher education, in part, by 
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expanding through affirmative action and other programs the opportunities 
for minority students to gain access to colleges and universities.

Critical academic multiculturalism has scored some of its greatest suc-
cesses by significantly adding to the sum of public discourses available within 
the university that provide students with a range of pedagogical options in 
which they can invest, act, and speak in order to affirm their capacities for 
critical, social agency. Within progressive notions of multiculturalism, old 
disciplinary and cultural boundaries have given way to new ones, and the 
grip of monoculturalism has been significantly eased through a sustained 
emphasis on pluralized cultures in which various groups can now lay claim 
to the particularized identities and histories that inform and shape diverse 
cultural experiences.7

Arguing that cultural texts are inextricably related to broader social pro-
cesses and material relations of power, critical academic multiculturalists 
have enhanced our understanding of how culture functions within higher 
education to construct knowledge, produce different social identities, and 
legitimate particular maps of meaning. Such insights have furthered our no-
tion of cultural politics and the opportunity to make the pedagogical more 
political by linking the reading and writing of cultural texts to the acquisi-
tion of those skills and knowledges necessary to become critical readers and 
social actors. Drawing upon various theories of deconstruction, poststruc-
turalism, and postmodernism, academic multiculturalists have appropriated 
the critical turn toward language, particularly the emphasis on strategies of 
indeterminacy, uncertainty, and polyvocal meanings, in order to challenge 
Western logocentrism and reveal the racial codes that discursively construct 
“whiteness” as a mode of oppression and domination. Texts are now seen 
not only as objects of struggle in challenging dominant modes of racial and 
colonial authority but also as pedagogical resources to rewrite the possibilities 
for new narratives, identities, and cultural spaces. Focusing on the politics of 
representation to call attention to the ways in which texts mobilize meanings 
in order to suppress, silence, and contain marginalized histories, voices, and 
experiences, academic multiculturalists have reasserted the power of the 
symbolic as a pedagogical force in securing authority and as a pedagogical 
strategy for producing particular forms of contestation and resistance.

Subjectivity and representation constitute the core determinants in shap-
ing cultural politics in the liberal and radical discourses of academic multi-
culturalism and serve to foreground pedagogical strategies that privilege the 
reading of texts and the related struggle over the control and production 
of identities.8 Although academic multiculturalists have been attentive to 
the relationship between culture and systemic relations of power within the 
university, they have largely focused their efforts pedagogically on matters 
of language, negotiation, and cultural identity. Within these discourses, the 
political as a form of ideology critique defines literacy largely as the peda-
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gogical imperative to read texts differently, “draw attention to discursive 
ambivalence,” recognize different logics of signification, and unsettle the 
consensus of common sense that constitutes dominant public values, na-
tional identity, and the meaning of citizenship.9 Academic multiculturalism 
in its more radical strains has emphasized more than simply opening texts 
to a multiplicity of interpretations, an in-between space of translation where 
subaltern knowledge can be represented and heard. It has also insisted on 
the need for dominant intellectuals to work against the grain of their own 
embedded interests and privileges while “undoing the authority of the 
academy and knowledge centers at the same time that [they] continue to 
participate fully in them and to deploy their authority as teachers, research-
ers, planners and theorists.”10

At its best, academic multiculturalism has reinvigorated the debate over 
the role the humanities and the university might play in creating a pluralized 
public culture essential for animating basic precepts of democratic public 
life. It has also worked to provide an institutionalized space for generating 
new bodies of knowledge, critical methods, and social relationships along 
side of the old, traditional, and familiar.11 Academic multiculturalism has 
provided new discourses for contesting oppressive power within the uni-
versity in order to produce the formation of new publics of difference. In 
pluralizing literacy, critical multiculturalists have redefined the pedagogical 
possibilities for teachers and students to engage their own historical loca-
tions and hybridized identities as formative rather than static, as part of a 
process of border crossing and mode of becoming in which the production 
of cultural differences is both ongoing and an invaluable asset to democratic 
public life.12

Beyond the Textualization of Politics

As important as these developments have been within higher education, 
they have not gone far enough in taking seriously the role that academ-
ics might play as engaged intellectuals willing to link the imperatives of a 
radical multiculturalism or a politics of difference with struggles outside of 
the university. If the academy is to assume a meaningful role in contesting 
racial injustice, class hierarchies, and the politics of exclusion, progressive 
academics will have to do more than challenge right wing assaults on the 
curriculum or the attempt by corporate centrists to reduce multiculturalism 
to a market strategy; they will also have to challenge those poststructuralist 
and postmodern versions of multicultural textualism that reduce culture to 
the logic of signification. This suggests that critical multiculturalism must 
overcome its insularity and reliance on textual strategies and address a 
cultural politics of difference that takes seriously the relationship between 
culture and power, and the implications the latter has for connecting work 
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within the university to broader struggles in the larger society. As Lawrence 
Grossberg points out, culture must not be equated with the domain of mean-
ing and representation, but rather addressed as “both a form of discursive 
practice and an analysis of institutional conditions.”13

Although it is widely recognized that academic multiculturalism’s emphasis 
on textuality has provided an important theoretical service in opening up 
institutional spaces that enable teachers and students to interrogate differ-
ent readings of cultural texts and address critically the signifying power of 
such texts to create and affirm particular social identities, such work has 
often resulted in reductive pedagogical and political practices. Removed 
from broader public discourses and analyzed outside of a whole assemblage 
of other cultural formations, texts either become the reified markers of a 
narrow version of identity politics or pedagogical resources for uncovering 
the attributes of specific identities.

Critical multiculturalists, especially those that inhabit literary theory 
programs, often focus inordinate attention on texts, signs, and disciplinary 
turfs. Herman Gray, in response to the textualization of politics within the 
academy, rightfully insists that “By privileging cultural texts over practice as 
the site of the social and political, the social and historical contexts that shape, 
situate, and structure cultural texts/products are largely ignored.”14 David 
Theo Goldberg reinforces Gray’s criticism by arguing that cultural politics 
is not simply a signifying scheme through which identities are produced, 
but also a “mobilization around material resources regarding education, 
employment conditions, and political power.”15 Both of these theorists are 
correct in assuming that the textualization of multiculturalism, with its em-
phasis on expanding the curricula, its uncritical endorsement of multiple 
readings, and its use of texts to recover and affirm marginalized identities 
offers a narrow version of cultural politics. The politics of textuality has 
little to say about the underlying political and economic forces that keep 
various social groups marginalized or how to address the often subtle ways 
in which cultural practices both deploy power and are deployed in material 
relations of power.16

Within many liberal and critical approaches to academic multicultural-
ism, the politics of meaning becomes relevant only to the degree that it is 
separated from a broader politics of engagement. Reading texts becomes a 
hermetic process, once removed from larger social and political contexts, 
and engages questions of power exclusively within a politics of representa-
tion. Such readings largely function to celebrate a textuality that has been 
diminished to a bloodless formalism and the nonthreatening, if not accom-
modating, affirmation of indeterminacy as a transgressive aesthetic. Lost 
here is any semblance of a radical political project that “grounds itself in 
the study of concrete cultural practices and . . . understands that struggles 
over meaning are inevitably struggles over resources.”17 By failing to con-
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nect the study of texts, identity politics, and the politics of difference to the 
interests of a project that expands the goals of the civil rights movement, 
human rights campaigns against international tyranny, radical democratic 
feminist visions, and the opposition to antiwelfare and immigration policies, 
many critical multiculturalists conceive politics as largely representational 
or abstractly theoretical.18

Equally important to politically viable academic work is the recognition 
that the struggle over culture is not a substitute for some kind of “real” or 
“concrete” form of politics, but a crucial “site of the production and struggle 
over power—where power is understood not necessarily in the form of 
domination,”19 but as a productive and mediating force for the making and 
remaking of diverse and interconnected social, political, and economic con-
texts that make up daily life. As citizenship becomes increasingly privatized 
and students are increasingly educated to become consuming subjects rather 
than critical social subjects, it becomes all the more imperative for critical 
educators to rethink how the educational force of the culture works to both 
secure and resist particular identities and values. In opposition to born 
again multiculturalists, such as Nathan Glazer, who declare that “we are all 
multiculturalists now,” critical educators can foreground the importance of 
progressive work in higher education as part of a broader radical democratic 
project to recover and rethink the ways in which culture is related to power 
and how and where it functions both symbolically and institutionally as an 
educational, political, and economic force that refuses to live with difference 
or simply manage it as part of the deadly logic of assimilation and control.

Linking Culture and Power

As more and more young people face a world of increasing poverty, unem-
ployment, and diminished social opportunities, those of us in education can 
struggle to vindicate the crucial connection between culture and politics 
in defending higher education as an essential democratic public sphere 
dedicated to providing students with the knowledge, skills, and values they 
will need to address some of the most urgent questions of our time. But if 
addressing multiculturalism as a form of cultural politics within the univer-
sity is to become a meaningful pedagogical practice, critical academics will 
have to reevaluate the relationship between culture and power as a starting 
point for bearing witness to the ethical and political dilemmas that connect 
the university to other spheres within the broader social landscape. In do-
ing so, we need to become more attentive to how multicultural politics gets 
worked out in urban spaces and public spheres that are currently experienc-
ing the full force of the right-wing attack on culture and racial difference. 
It is no longer possible for academics to make a claim to a radical politics 
of multiculturalism by defining it merely as a set of intellectual options and 
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curriculum imperatives. Critical multiculturalism must also examine actual 
struggles taking place in the name of cultural difference within institutional 
sites and cultural formations that bear the brunt of dominant machineries 
of power designed to exclude, contain, or disadvantage the oppressed. The 
institutional and cultural spheres bearing the brunt of the racialization of the 
social order are increasingly located in the public schools, in the criminal jus-
tice system, in retrograde anti-immigrant policy legislation, and in the state’s 
ongoing attempts to force welfare recipients into workfare programs.20

I am not suggesting that we redefine multiculturalism by moving away 
from issues of representation or that we shift our pedagogical efforts in the 
interests of a democratic politics of difference away from the university. On 
the contrary, we need to vitalize our efforts within the university by connect-
ing the intellectual work we do there with a greater effort to pressing public 
problems and social responsibilities. A radical approach to multiculturalism 
must address how material relations of power work to sustain structures of 
inequality and exploitation in the current racialization of the social order. 
It must ask specific questions about the forms racial domination and subor-
dination take within the broader public culture and how their organization, 
operation, and effects both implicate and affect the meaning and purpose of 
higher education. At stake here is the need for critical educators to give mean-
ing to the belief that academic work matters in its relationship to broader 
public practices and policies; and that such work holds the possibility for 
understanding not just how power operates in particular contexts, but also 
how such knowledge “will better enable people to change the context and 
hence the relations of power”21 that inform the inequalities that undermine 
any viable notion of multiculturalism within spheres as crucial to democracy 
as the public schools and higher education.

In short, I want to insist that multiculturalism is not simply an educational 
problem. At its roots, it is about the relationship between politics and power; 
it’s about a historical past and a living present where racist exclusions appear 
“calculated, brutally rational, and profitable.” Embedded within a systemic 
history of black restriction, subjugation, and white privilege, the politics 
of multiculturalism is still, as Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
puts it, “evident in our workplaces, markets and neighborhoods.”22 David 
Shipler argues powerfully that race and class are the two most powerful 
determinants shaping American society. After interviewing hundreds of 
people over a five year period, Shipler’s book, A Country of Strangers, bears 
witness to a racism that “is a bit subtler in expression, more cleverly coded 
in public, but essentially unchanged as one of the ‘deep abiding currents’ 
in every day life, in both the simplest and the most complex interactions of 
whites and blacks.”23

Although there can be little doubt that racial progress has been achieved 
in many areas in the last fifty years,24 it is also true that such progress has not 
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been sustained. This is particularly evident in the dramatic increase in black 
prisoners and the growth of the prison-industrial complex, crumbling city 
infrastructures, segregated housing, soaring black and Latino unemployment, 
exorbitant school dropout rates among black and Latino youth coupled with 
the realities of failing schools more generally, and deepening inequalities 
of incomes and wealth between blacks and whites.25 Pushing against the 
grain of civil rights reform and racial justice are reactionary and moderate 
positions ranging from the extremism of right wing skinheads and Jesse 
Helms–like conservatives to the moderate “color-blind” positions of liberals 
such as Randall Kennedy.26

Crucial to the reemergence of this “new” racism is a cultural politics that 
plays a determining role in how race shapes our popular unconscious. This 
is evident in the widespread articles, reviews, and commentaries in the domi-
nant media that give inordinate amounts of time and space to mainstream 
conservative authors, film makers, and critics who rail against affirmative 
action, black welfare mothers, and the alleged threats black youth and rap 
artists pose to middle-class existence. Rather than dismiss such rampant 
conservatism as either indifferent to the realities of racism or deconstruct 
its racialized codes to see where such language falls in on itself, educators 
can engage these commentaries more constructively by analyzing how they 
function as public discourses, how their privileged meanings work intertextu-
ally to resonate with ideologies produced in other sites, and how they serve 
largely to construct and legitimate racially exclusive practices, policies, and 
social relations. Central to such a project is the need to engage a multicultural 
politics that offers students and teachers opportunities to critically engage 
how certain racialized meanings carried in cultural texts gain the force of 
common sense in light of how racialized discourses are articulated in other 
public spheres and institutionalized sites.

In order to deepen the cultural politics of multiculturalism, educators 
can address questions of culture, power, identity, and representation as 
part of a broader discourse about public pedagogy and social policy. In 
this pedagogical approach, power becomes central to the study of cultural 
texts and practices, and socially relevant problems can be explored through 
theoretical engagements with wider institutional contexts and public spaces 
in which multicultural discourses gain their political and economic force. 
If teaching students to interrogate, challenge, and transform those cultural 
practices that sustain racism is a central objective of multicultural education, 
such a pedagogy must be addressed in ways that link cultural texts to the 
major social problems that animate public life. Texts in this instance would 
be analyzed as part of a “social vocabulary of culture” that points to how 
power names, shapes, defines, and constrains relationships between the self 
and the other, constructs and disseminates what counts as knowledge, and 
produces representations that provide the context for identity formation.27 
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Within this type of pedagogical approach, multiculturalism must find ways 
to acknowledge the political character of culture through strategies of un-
derstanding and engagement that link an antiracist and radically democratic 
rhetoric with strategies to transform racist institutionalized structures within 
and outside of the university.

At its best, critical multiculturalism should forge a connection between 
reading texts and reading public discourses in order to link the struggle for 
inclusion with relations of power in the broader society. It is precisely within 
the realm of a cultural politics that teachers and students develop pedagogical 
practices that close the gap between intellectual debate and public life not 
simply as a matter of relevance, but as a process through which students can 
learn the skills and knowledge to develop informed opinions, make critical 
choices, and function as citizen activists. Robin D. G. Kelley provides one 
direction such a project might take. He insightfully argues:

[Multiculturalism cannot ignore] how segregation strips communities of resources 
and reproduces inequality. The decline of decent-paying jobs and city services, 
erosion of public space, deterioration of housing stock and property values, and 
stark inequalities in education and health care are manifestations of investment 
strategies under de facto segregation. . . . [Progressives must address] dismantling 
racism, bringing oppressed populations into power and moving beyond a black/
white binary that renders invisible the struggles of Latino, Asian Americans, Native 
Americans and other survivors of racist exclusion and exploitation.28

Implicit in Kelley’s call for action is the recognition that any viable pedagogy 
and politics of representation needs to address the realities of historical 
processes, the actuality of economic power, and the range of public spaces 
and institutions that constitute the embattled terrain of racial difference 
and struggle. This suggests developing a critical vocabulary for viewing texts 
not only in relation to other modes of discourse “but also in relationship to 
contemporaneous social institutions and nondiscursive practices.”29 Within 
this approach, cultural texts cannot be isolated from the social and political 
conditions of their production. Nor can the final explanation of such texts 
be found within the texts themselves. On the contrary, such texts become 
meaningful when viewed both in relation to other discursive practices and in 
terms of “the objective social field from which [they] derive.”30 Pedagogically, 
this suggests addressing how cultural texts in the classroom construct them-
selves in response to broader institutional arrangements, contexts of power, 
and the social relations that they both legitimate and help to sustain.

In what follows, I demonstrate the theoretical relevance for developing 
a multicultural pedagogical practice in which issues of representation and 
social transformation mutually inform each other. In doing so, I want to 
focus on a recent Hollywood blockbuster, 187, that illustrates how pedagogy 
might be taken up as a public project designed to integrate representations 
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of cultural and racial difference with material relations of power that animate 
the dynamics of racially exclusive practices and policies in sites that often 
appear too far removed from the privileged security of the university to be 
included in the discourse of an academicized multiculturalism.

Racial Coding in the Hollywood Text

In the late 1990s, a number of Hollywood films such as Dangerous Minds 
(1995), The Substitute I (1996), and High School High (1996) capitalized on 
the prevailing racially coded popular “wisdom” that public schools are out 
of control, largely inhabited by illiterate, unmotivated, and violent urban 
youth who are economically and racially marginalized. The increasingly fa-
miliar script suggests a correlation between urban public space and rampant 
drug use, daily assaults, broken teachers, and schools that do nothing more 
than contain deviants who are a threat to themselves and everybody else. 
187 was a recent addition to this genre, but takes the pathologizing of poor, 
urban students of color to extremes that go so far beyond existing cinematic 
conventions that it stands out as a public testimony to broader social and 
cultural formations within American society that makes the very existence 
of this blatantly racist film possible.

Directed by Kevin Reynolds and written by Scott Yagemann, a former 
school teacher, 187 narrates the story of Trevor Garfield (Samuel L. Jack-
son), a science teacher who rides to school on a bike in order to teach at 
a high school in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Garfield is portrayed as an idealistic 
teacher who against all odds is trying to make his classes interesting and do 
his best to battle daily against the ignorance, chaos, and indifference that 
characterizes the urban public school in the Hollywood imagination. But 
the film quickly turns away from a call for educational reform and a defense 
of those teachers who face a Sisyphean task in trying to improve the lives of 
urban youth and quickly degenerates into a rationale for abandoning urban 
public schools and the black and brown students who inhabit their hallways 
and classrooms.

In the film’s opening scenes, students move through metal detectors 
under the watchful eyes of security guards—props that have become all too 
familiar to urban high school settings. Clearly, the students in 187 are far 
removed from the squeaky clean, high-tech classrooms of white suburbia. 
On the contrary, the school looks more like a prison, and the students, with 
their rap music blaring in the background, look more like inmates being 
herded into their cells. The threat of violence is palpable in this school and 
Garfield confronts it as soon as he enters his classroom and picks up his 
textbook, which has the figure “187” scrawled all over it. Recognizing that 
the number is the police code for homicide, Garfield goes to the principal 
to report what he believes is a threat on his life. The principal tells Garfield 
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he is overreacting, dismissing him with “You know what your problem is? 
On the one hand, you think someone is going to kill you, and on the other 
hand, you actually think kids are paying attention in your class.” But Garfield 
hasn’t left before the principal confirms his worst fears by revealing that he 
has told a student in Garfield’s class that he has flunked the course. Not 
only has the principal violated Garfield’s privacy, but also the student who 
he has flunked is on probation and, as a result of the failing grade, will now 
be sent back to prison. The threat of violence and administrative ineptitude 
set the stage for a hazardous series of confrontations between Garfield and 
the public school system. Garfield leaves the principal’s office terrified and 
walks back to his classroom. Each black male student he now sees appears 
menacing and poised to attack. Shot in slow motion, the scene is genuinely 
disturbing. And before Garfield reaches his classroom, he is viciously and 
repeatedly stabbed with a nine-inch nail in the hallway by the black male 
student he has flunked.

Fifteen months later Garfield has relocated and finds a job as a substitute 
teacher at John Quincy Adams High School in Los Angeles. The students 
in this school are mostly Latino, wear oversized pants and torn shirts, carry 
boom boxes blaring rap music, and appear as menacing as the African 
American students Garfield taught in Brooklyn. As the camera pans their 
bodies and expressions, it becomes clear that what unites these inner-city 
students of color is a culture that is dangerous, crime-ridden, and violent. 
Assigned to teach his class in a bungalow, Garfield’s first day is a nightmare as 
students taunt him, throw paper wads at him, and call him “bitch.” Garfield 
has moved from New York to California only to find himself in a public high 
school setting that has the look and feel of hell. Images of heat rising from 
the pavement, pulsating rap music, shots of graffiti, and oversized shadows 
of gang members playing basketball filtering through the classroom window 
paint an ominous picture of what Garfield is about to experience.

But Garfield has to face more than dangerous students. His new principal 
prides himself on never having been a teacher, refers to students as clients, 
and makes it clear that his primary concern is to avoid potential lawsuits. 
Hollywood’s message in this case is clear: public schools are filled with 
administrators who would rather cater to a liberal discourse about the civil 
rights of students—who clearly don’t deserve any—than protect the welfare 
of teachers who face the threat of daily violence.

Garfield’s fellow teachers are no better. The first teacher he meets, 
Dave Childress (John Heard), is an alcoholic burnout who stashes a .357 
magnum in his desk drawer, thoroughly hates his students, and, we later 
learn, has had sexual relations with a very young, emotionally shaken, Latina 
student. Hanging on for the paycheck, Childress serves as a reminder of 
what such schools do to teachers. Robbed of his passion, Childress regards 
every kid as a social menace or macho punk, waiting to kill or be killed. 
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Garfield does strike up a friendship and romance with Ellen Henry (Kelly 
Rowan), a perky, blond computer science teacher but it soon turns sour as 
the bleak and dangerous environment in which they find themselves even-
tually pushes Garfield over the edge. Ellen tries to draw close to Garfield, 
but he is too battered and isolated, telling Ellen at one point that when 
he was assaulted in New York, it robbed him of his “passion, my spark, my 
unguarded self—I miss them.”

Garfield’s descent into madness begins when his bungalow is completely 
trashed by the gang members in his class. He becomes edgy, living life in a 
shadow of fear heightened by his past. Ellen then tells Garfield that Benny, 
a particularly vicious gang member in his class, has threatened to hurt her, 
and indicates to Garfield that she doesn’t know what to do. Soon afterwards 
Benny disappears, but her troubles are not over as Benny’s sidekick, Cesar, 
and his friends kill her dog. As a result, Cesar becomes the object of vigilante 
justice. Roaming drunk near the LA freeway, he is stalked, shot with a spiked 
arrow, and while unconscious his finger is cut off. The tension mounts as 
Ellen finds Benny’s rosary beads in Garfield’s apartment and confronts him 
with the evidence that he might be the killer. Garfield is immune to their 
reproach, arguing that someone has to take responsibility since the system 
will not protect “us” from “them.” Ellen tells Garfield she doesn’t know him 
anymore, and Garfield replies, “I am a teacher just like you.” As the word 
circulates that Garfield may be the vigilante killer and assailant, the principal 
moves fast to protect the school from a lawsuit and fires him. Garfield, now 
completely broken, goes home and is soon visited by Cesar and his gang who, 
inspired by the film, The Deer Hunter, force Garfield into a game of Russian 
roulette. With little to lose, Garfield tells Cesar he is not really a man, and 
ups the stakes of the game by taking Cesar’s turn. Garfield pulls the trigger 
and kills himself. Forced into questioning his own manhood, Cesar decides 
to take his turn, puts the gun to his head, and fatally shoots himself as well. 
In the final scene of the film, as a student is reading a graduation speech 
about how teachers rarely get any respect, the shot switches to Ellen who is 
in her classroom. Ellen takes her framed teaching certificate off the wall, 
throws it into the wastebasket, and walks out of the school.

Accessing a Pedagogy of the Cultural Object

Pedagogically, films such as 187 can be interrogated initially by analyzing 
both the common sense assumptions that inform them as well as the absences 
and exclusions that limit the range of meanings and information available to 
audiences. Analyzing such films as public discourses also provides pedagogical 
opportunities to engage complex institutional frameworks that provide the 
conditions for the construction, legitimation, and meaning of such cultural 
texts. As public discourses, these cultural texts can be addressed in terms 
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of how they are constituted as objects that gain their relevance through 
their relationship to other social institutions, resources, and nondiscursive 
practices. In this instance, 187 would be taken up as a discursive practice 
whose effects might be addressed in relation to struggles over race in related 
contexts where struggles over meaning and representation are connected to 
struggles over power, social agency, and material resources. Some of these 
issues are illustrated below.

187 provides ample representations of students of color as the pathological 
other, and public schools as not only dysfunctional but also as an imminent 
threat to the dominant society. Represented as a criminalized underclass, 
black and brown students in 187 are viewed as dangerous and public schools 
as holding centers that contain such students through the heavy-handed use 
of high-tech monitoring systems and military-style authority. Reinforcing such 
stereotypes is a decontextualized and depoliticized cinematic narrative that 
erases the conditions that produce such denigrating images of inner-city 
public schools—poverty, family turmoil, violent neighborhoods, unemploy-
ment, crumbling school buildings, lack of material resources, or iniquitous 
tax structures. In this instance, 187 represents more than a text that portrays 
a particularly offensive image of urban schools and minority students, it also 
participates as a public pedagogy in enabling, legitimizing, and reinforcing 
discursive practices whose effect is to condemn the children of the urban 
poor to public schools increasingly subject to electronic surveillance, private 
police forces, padlocks, and alarms suggestive of prisons or “war zones.”31

Clearly, if the dominant codes at work in such a film are to be questioned, 
it is imperative for students to address how the absences in such a film tie it 
to prevailing discourses about public education, multiculturalism, and the 
ongoing assault on minorities of class and color in and outside of public 
schooling. Marking such absences is crucial to understanding such a film—
the refusal to point to the need for smaller class sizes, inspiring teachers, 
visionary administrators, and ample learning resources—but such absences 
become meaningful when understood within a broader struggle over issues 
of racial identity, power, representation, and everyday life.

Films like 187 carry the logic of racial stereotyping to a new level and rep-
resent one of the most egregious examples of how popular cultural texts can 
be used to demonize black and Latino youth while reproducing a consensus 
of common sense that legitimates racist policies of either containment or 
abandonment in the inner cities. But such instances of racial coding cannot 
reside merely within the boundaries of the text to be fully understood as 
part of the broader landscape of racial injustice. Depictions of urban youth 
as dangerous, pathological, and violent, in turn, must be located in terms 
of where different possibilities of uses and effects of such representations 
may ultimately reside in contexts of everyday life that are at the forefront of 
multicultural struggles. For example, the depictions of youth in 187 resonate 
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powerfully with the growth of a highly visible criminal justice system whose 
get-tough policies fall disproportionately on poor black and brown youth. 
What is the potential effect of a film such as 187 in addressing the political, 
racial, and economic conditions that promote a specious, yet celebrated, “war 
on drugs,” whose policies threaten to wipe out a whole generation of young 
black males who are increasingly incarcerated in prisons and jails, and whose 
populations are growing at the rate of about seven percent a year and costs 
more than 30 billion annually to operate?32 The figures are disturbing:

Between 1983 and 1998 the number of prisoners in the U.S. increased from 
650,000 to more than 1.7 million. About 60 percent of that number are African 
Americans and Latinos. More than one-third of all young black men in their 20s 
are currently in jail, on probation or parole, or awaiting trial. We are now adding 
1,200 new inmates to US jails and prisons each week, and adding about 260 new 
prison beds each day.33

This state of affairs is compounded by the disturbing fact that as a result of 
serving time nearly half of the next generation of black males will forfeit 
their rights to vote in several states. How might a cultural text such as 187 
be used to address the relationship between the increase in prison growth 
and the plight caused by industrial downscaling and rising unemployment 
among young black men across America’s inner cities in the 1990s? What 
might it mean for students to address their own responses to the moral panics 
concerning crime and race that have swept across the middle classes in the 
last decade, made manifest in strong electoral support for harsh crime laws 
and massive increases in prison growth?34 At the very least, educators can 
address 187 not merely in terms of what such a text might mean but how it 
functions within a set of complex social reactions that create the conditions 
of which it is a part and from which it stems. Larry Grossberg insightfully 
argues that such a pedagogy would:

involve the broader exploration of the way in which discursive practices con-
struct and participate in the machinery by which the ways people live their lives 
are themselves produced and controlled. Rather than looking for the “said” or 
trying to derive the saying from the said, rather than asking what texts mean or 
what people do with texts, [a critical pedagogy] would be concerned with what 
discursive practices do in the world.35

Engaging the potential discursive effects of films such as 187 might mean 
discussing the implication of this Hollywood film in appropriating the name 
of the controversial California proposition to deny mostly nonwhite students 
access to public schools. Or engaging how 187 contributes to a public dis-
course that rationalizes both the demonization of minority youth and the 
defunding of public and higher education at a time when in states such 
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as California, “approximately 22,555 African Americans attend a four-year 
public university . . . while 44,792 (almost twice as many) African Americans 
are in prison [and] this figure does not include all the African Americans 
who are in county jails or the California Youth authority or those on proba-
tion or parole.”36

Hollywood films such as 187 must be addressed and understood within a 
broader set of policy debates about education and crime that often serve to 
legitimate policies that disempower poor and racially marginalized youth. 
For example, nationwide state spending for corrections has increased 95 
percent over the last decade, while spending on higher education decreased 
6 percent. Similarly, “over a ten year period, the number of correctional of-
ficers increased four times the rate of public higher education faculty.” Again, 
it is not surprising that the chosen setting for 187 is primarily California, 
a state that now “spends more on corrections (9.4 percent of the General 
Fund) than on higher education.”37 While it would be absurd to suggest to 
students that films such as 187 are responsible for recent government spend-
ing allocations, they do take part in a public pedagogy and representational 
politics that cannot be separated from a growing racial panic and fear over 
minorities, the urban poor, and immigrants.

As public discourses, films such as 187, The Substitute I and II, Dangerous 
Minds, and Belly fail to rupture the racial stereotypes that support harsh, 
discriminatory crime policies and growing incidents of police brutality, such 
as the highly publicized torture of Abner Louima by Brooklyn patrolmen 
or the recent shooting of Amadou Diallo by four New York City policemen, 
who riddled his body and an apartment building vestibule with forty-one 
bullets, in spite of the fact that Diallo was unarmed. Such films also have 
little to say about police assaults on poor black neighborhoods such as those 
conducted by former LA police Chief Daryl Gates against south central Los 
Angeles. Exploiting the race-based moral panics that fuels popular antago-
nism to affirmative action, immigrants, bilingual education, the inner city, 
and the unmarried “welfare queen,” films such as 187 capitalize on modes 
of exclusion through what Jimmie Reeves and Richard Campbell call the 
“discourse of discrimination” and the “spectacle of stigmatization.” Within 
this discourse, urban black and brown youth are depicted as “the patho-
logical Other—a delinquent beyond rehabilitation.”38 What is unique about 
187 is that it explores cinematically what the logical conclusion might be 
in dealing with urban youth for whom reform is no longer on the national 
agenda, for which containment or the militarization of school space seem 
both inadequate and too compromising. Carried to the extreme, 187 flirts 
with the ultimate white supremacist logic, that is, extermination and geno-
cide of those others deemed beyond the pale of social reform, inhuman, and 
despicable. 187 capitalizes on the popular conception reported endlessly in 
the media that public education is not safe for white, middle-class children, 
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that racial violence is rampant in the public schools, that minority students 
have turned classroom discipline into a joke, that administrators are paralyzed 
by insensitive bureaucracies, and the only thing that teachers and students 
share is the desire to survive the day. But the implications of cultural texts 
such as 187 become meaningful not just as strategies of understanding and 
critical engagement that raise questions about related discourses, texts, and 
social issues, they also become meaningful in probing what it might mean 
to move beyond the sutured institutional space of the classroom to address 
social issues in related spheres marked by racial injustices and unequal rela-
tions of power.

The popularity of such films as 187 in the heyday of academic multicul-
turalism points to the need, in light of such representations, for educators to 
expand their understanding of politics as part of a broader project designed 
to address major social issues in the name of a multiracial democracy. This 
suggests getting beyond reducing multiculturalism to simply the study of texts 
or discourse, and addressing multicultural politics as part of the struggle over 
power and resources in a variety of public spheres. This might mean engaging 
and fighting to change how the “economics of school funding and school 
policy [work to] sustain segregation in American public education [through] 
inhuman fiscal policies that have ensured the continuous impoverishment of 
schools attended wholly by black or Hispanic schoolchildren.”39 Or what it 
might mean for students to engage in a politics of multiculturalism aimed at 
reforming a criminal justice system that disproportionately incarcerates and 
punishes minorities of class and color. Issues of representation and identity 
in this case offer the opportunity for multicultural educators to explore 
and challenge both the strengths and limits of cultural texts. This suggests 
developing a pedagogy that promotes a social vocabulary of cultural differ-
ence that links strategies of understanding to strategies of engagement, that 
recognizes the limits of the university as a site for social engagement, and 
refuses to reduce politics to matters of language and meaning that erase 
broader issues of systemic political power, institutional control, economic 
ownership, and the distribution of cultural and intellectual resources in a 
wide variety of public spaces.

I recognize academics cannot become public intellectuals by the mere 
force of will, given the professional and institutional constraints under which 
they operate. But at the same time, if multiculturalism is not going to abandon 
the world of public politics and take seriously the link between culture and 
power, progressive educators will have to rethink collectively what it means 
to link the struggle for change within the university to struggles for change 
in the broader society. Combining theoretical rigor with social relevance 
may be risky politically and pedagogically, but the promise of a multicultural 
democracy far outweighs the security and benefits that accompany a retreat 
into academic irrelevance and color-blind professionalism.
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11
Youth, Higher Education, and 

the Crisis of Public Time
Educated Hope and the Possibility 

of a Democratic Future



Children are the future of any society. If you want to know the future of a 
society look at the eyes of the children. If you want to maim the future of any 
society, you simply maim the children. The struggle for the survival of our 
children is the struggle for the survival of our future. The quantity and quality 
of that survival is the measurement of the development of our society.

—Ngugi Wa Thiong’O1

Youth and the Crisis of the Future

Any discourse about the future has to begin with the issue of youth because 
more than any other group, youth embody the projected dreams, desires, and 
commitment of a society’s obligations to the future. This echoes a classical 
principle of modernity in which youth both symbolized society’s responsibil-
ity to the future and offered a measure of its progress. For most of the 20th 
century, Americans embraced as a defining feature of politics that all levels 
of government would assume a large measure of responsibility for provid-
ing the resources, social provisions, security, and modes of education that 
simultaneously offered young people a future as it expanded the meaning 
and depth of a substantive democracy. In many respects, youth not only reg-
istered symbolically the importance of modernity’s claim to progress, they 
also affirmed the importance of the liberal, democratic tradition of the social 
contract in which adult responsibility was mediated through a willingness to 
fight for the rights of children, enact reforms that invested in their future, 
and provide the educational conditions necessary for them to make use of 
the freedoms they have while learning how to be critical citizens. Within such 
a modernist project, democracy was linked to the well being of youth, while 
the status of how a society imagined democracy and its future was contingent 
on how it viewed its responsibility towards future generations.
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But the category of youth did more than affirm modernity’s social con-
tract rooted in a conception of the future in which adult commitment and 
intergenerational solidarity were articulated as a vital public service, it also 
affirmed those vocabularies, values and social relations central to a politics 
capable of both defending vital institutions as a public good, and contribut-
ing to the quality of public life. Such a vocabulary was particularly important 
for higher education, which often defined and addressed its highest ideals 
through the recognition that how it educated youth was connected to both 
the democratic future it hoped for and its claim as an important public 
sphere.

Yet, at the dawn of the new millennium, it is not at all clear that we believe 
any longer in youth, the future, or the social contract, even in its minimalist 
version. Since the Reagan/Thatcher revolution of the 1980s, we have been 
told that there is no such thing as society and, indeed, following that nefari-
ous pronouncement, institutions committed to public welfare have been 
disappearing ever since. Those of us who, against the prevailing common 
sense, insist on the relationship between higher education and the future 
of democracy have to face a disturbing reversal in priorities with regard to 
youth and education, which now defines the United States and other regions 
under the reign of neoliberalism.2 Rather than being cherished as a symbol 
of the future, youth are now seen as a threat to be feared and a problem 
to be contained. A seismic change has taken place in which youth are now 
being framed as both a generation of suspects and a threat to public life. 
If youth once symbolized the moral necessity to address a range of social 
and economic ills, they are now largely portrayed as the source of most of 
society’s problems. Hence, youth now constitute a crisis that has less to do 
with improving the future than with denying it. A concern for children 
is the defining absence in almost any discourse about the future and the 
obligations this implies for adult society. To witness the abdication of adult 
responsibility to children we need look no further than the current state of 
children in America who once served as a “kind of symbolic guarantee that 
America still had a future, which it still believed in a future, and that it was 
crucial to America to invest in that future.”3

No longer “viewed as a privileged sign and embodiment of the future,”4 
youth are now demonized by the popular media and derided by politicians 
looking for quick-fix solutions to crime, joblessness, and poverty. In a society 
deeply troubled by their presence, youth prompt a public rhetoric of fear, 
control, and surveillance, which translates into social policies that signal the 
shrinking of democratic public spheres, the highjacking of civic culture, and 
the increasing militarization of public space. Equipped with police and drug 
sniffing dogs, though not necessarily teachers or textbooks, public schools 
increasingly resemble prisons. Students begin to look more like criminal 
suspects who need to be searched, tested, and observed under the watchful 
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eye of administrators who appear to be less concerned with educating them 
than with containing their every move. Nurturance, trust, and respect now 
give way to fear, disdain, and suspicion. In many suburban malls, young 
people, especially urban youth of color, cannot shop or walk around with-
out having appropriate identification cards or being in the company of a 
parent. Children have fewer rights than almost any other group and fewer 
institutions protecting these rights. Consequently, their voices and needs are 
almost completely absent from the debates, policies, and legislative practices 
that are constructed in terms of their needs.

Instead of providing a decent education to poor young people, American 
society offers them the growing potential of being incarcerated, buttressed 
by the fact that the U.S. is one of the few countries in the world that sen-
tences minors to death and spends “three times more on each incarcerated 
citizen than on each public school pupil.”5 Instead of guaranteeing them 
food, decent health care, and shelter, we serve them more standardized 
tests; instead of providing them with vibrant public spheres, we offer them 
a commercialized culture in which consumerism is the only obligation of 
citizenship. But in the hard currency of human suffering, children pay a heavy 
price in one of the richest democracies in the world: 20 percent of children 
are poor during the first three years of life and more than 13.3 million live 
in poverty; 9.2 million children lack health insurance; millions lack afford-
able child care and decent early childhood education; in many states more 
money is being spent on prison construction than on education; the infant 
mortality rate in the United States is the highest of any other industrialized 
nations. When broken down along racial categories, the figures become 
even more despairing. For example, “In 1998, 36 percent of black and 34 
percent of Hispanic children lived in poverty, compared with 14 percent of 
white children.”6 In some cities, such as the District of Columbia, the child 
poverty rate is as high as 45 percent.7 While the United States ranks first in 
military technology, military exports, defense expenditures and the number 
of millionaires and billionaires, it is ranked 18th among the advanced indus-
trial nations in the gap between rich and poor children, 12th in the percent 
of children in poverty, 17th in the efforts to lift children out of poverty, and 
23rd in infant mortality.8 One of the most shameful figures on youth as re-
ported by Jennifer Egan, a writer for the New York Times, indicates that “1.4 
million children are homeless in America for a time in any given year . . . and 
these children make up 40 percent of the nation’s homeless population.”9 
In short, economically, politically and culturally, the situation of youth in 
the United States is intolerable and obscene. It is all the more unforgivable 
since President Bush insisted during the 2000 campaign that “the biggest 
percentage of our budget should go to children’s education.” He then 
passed a 2002 budget in which 40 times more money went for tax cuts for 
the wealthiest 1 percent of the population rather than for education.10 But 



Chapter 11



Bush’s insensitivity to American children represents more than a paean to 
the rich since he also passed a punitive welfare reform bill that requires 
poor, young mothers to work a 40-hour week while at the same time cutting 
low-income childcare programs.

Youth have become the central site onto which class and racial anxieties 
are projected. Their very presence in an age where there is no such thing as 
society represents the broken promises of democracy. Corporate deregulation 
and downsizing and a collective fear of the consequences wrought by systemic 
class inequalities, racism, and a culture of “infectious greed” have created a 
generation of displaced and unskilled youth who have been expelled from the 
“universe of moral obligations.”11 Youth within the economic, political, and 
cultural geography of neoliberal capitalism occupy a degraded borderland 
in which the spectacle of commodification exists side by side with the impos-
ing threat of the prison-industrial complex and the elimination of basic civil 
liberties. As neoliberalism disassociates economics from its social costs, “the 
political state has become the corporate state.”12 Under such circumstances, 
the state does not disappear, but, as Pierre Bourdieu has brilliantly reminded 
us, is refigured as its role in providing social provisions, intervening on be-
half of public welfare, and regulating corporate plunder is weakened.13 The 
neoliberal state no longer invests in solving social problems, it now punishes 
those who are caught in the downward spiral of its economic policies. Pun-
ishment, incarceration, and surveillance represent the face of the new state. 
One consequence is that the implied contract between the state and citizens 
is broken and social guarantees for youth as well as civic obligations to the 
future vanish from the agenda of public concern. Similarly, as market values 
supplant civic values, it becomes increasingly difficult “to translate private 
worries into public issues and, conversely, to discern public issues in private 
troubles.”14 Alcoholism, homelessness, poverty, and illiteracy, among other 
issues, are not seen as social but as individual problems—matters of character, 
individual fortitude, and personal responsibility. In light of the increased 
antiterrorism campaign waged by the Bush administration, it becomes easier 
to militarize domestic space, criminalize social problems, and escape from 
the responsibilities of the present while destroying all possibilities of a truly 
democratic future. Moreover, the social costs of the complex cultural and 
economic operations of this assault can no longer be ignored by educators, 
parents, and other concerned citizens.

The war against youth, in part, can be understood within those fundamen-
tal values and practices that characterize a rapacious, neoliberal capitalism. 
For many young people and adults today, the private sphere has become the 
only space in which to imagine any sense of hope, pleasure, or possibility. 
Culture as an activity in which people actually produce the conditions of 
their own agency through dialogue, community participation, resistance and 
political struggle is being replaced by a “climate of cultural and linguistic 
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privatization” in which culture becomes something you consume and the only 
kind of speech that is acceptable is that of the savvy shopper.15 Neoliberalism, 
with its emphasis on market forces and profit margins, narrows the legitimacy 
of the public sphere by redefining it around the related issues of privatiza-
tion, deregulation, consumption, and safety. Big government, recalled from 
exile after September 11th, is now popularly presented as a guardian of 
security—security not in terms of providing adequate social provisions or a 
social safety net, but with increasing the state’s role as a policing force. The 
new emphasis on national security has resulted in the ongoing abridgement 
of basic freedoms and dissent, the criminalization of social problems, and the 
prioritizing of penal methods over social investments. Ardent consumers and 
disengaged citizens provide fodder for a growing cynicism and depoliticiza-
tion of public life at a time when there is an increasing awareness not just 
of corporate corruption, financial mismanagement, and systemic greed, but 
also of the recognition that a democracy of critical citizens is being replaced 
quickly by an ersatz democracy of consumers. The desire to protect market 
freedoms and wage a war against terrorism, ironically, has not only ushered 
in a culture of fear but has also dealt a lethal blow to civil freedoms. Resting 
in the balance of this contradiction is both the fate of democracy and the 
civic health and future of a generation of children and young people.

Under this insufferable climate of increased repression and unabated 
exploitation, young people become the new casualties in an ongoing war 
against justice, freedom, citizenship, and democracy. What is happening to 
children in America and what are its implications for addressing the future of 
higher education? Lawrence Grossberg argues that “the current rejection of 
childhood as the core of our social identity is, at the same time, a rejection 
of the future as an affective investment.”16 But the crisis of youth not only 
signals a dangerous state of affairs for the future, it also portends a crisis in 
the very idea of the political and ethical constitution of the social and the 
possibility of articulating the relevance of democracy itself; it is in reference 
to the crisis of youth, the social, and democracy that I want to address the 
relationship between higher education and the future.

Higher Education and the Crisis of the Social

There is a prominent educational tradition in the United States extending 
from Thomas Jefferson and W. E. B. Dubois to John Dewey and C. Wright Mills 
in which the future of the university is premised on the recognition that in 
order for freedom to flourish in the worldly space of the public realm, citizens 
had to be educated for the task of self-government. John Dewey, for example, 
argued that higher education should provide the conditions for people to 
involve themselves in the deepest problems of society, to acquire the knowl-
edge, skills, and ethical responsibility necessary for “reasoned  participation 
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in  democratically organized publics.”17 C. Wright Mills challenged schooling 
as a form of corporate training and called for fashioning higher education 
within a public philosophy committed to a radical conception of citizenship, 
civic engagement, and public wisdom.18 Education in this context was linked 
to public life through democratic values such as equality, justice, and freedom, 
rather than as an adjunct of the corporation whose knowledge and values 
were defined largely through the prism of commercial interests. Education 
was crucial to a notion of individual agency and public citizenship, integral to 
defending the relationship between an autonomous society—rooted in an ever-
expanding process of self-examination, critique, and reform—and autonomous 
individuals, for whom critical inquiry is propelled by the need to engage in an 
ongoing pursuit of ethics and justice as a matter of public good. In many ways, 
higher education has been faithful, at least in theory, to a project of modern 
politics, the purpose of which was to create citizens capable of defining and 
implementing universal goals such as freedom, equality, and justice as part of 
a broader attempt to deepen the relationship between an expanded notion 
of the social and the enabling ground of a vibrant democracy.

Within the last two decades a widespread pessimism about public life and 
politics has developed in the United States. Individual interests now outweigh 
collective concerns as market ideals have taken precedence over democratic 
values. Moreover, the ethos of citizenship has been stripped of its political 
dimensions and is now reduced to the obligations of consumerism. In the 
vocabulary of neoliberalism, the public collapses into the personal, and the 
personal becomes “the only politics there is, the only politics with a tangible 
referent or emotional valence,”19 and it is within such an utterly personal 
discourse that human actions are shaped and agency is privatized. Under 
neoliberalism, hope becomes dystopian as the public sphere disappears 
and, as Peter Beilharz argues, “politics becomes banal, for there is not only 
an absence of citizenship but a striking absence of agency.”20 As power is 
increasingly separated from the specificity of traditional politics and public 
obligations, corporations are less subject to the control of the state and “there 
is a strong impulse to displace political sovereignty with the sovereignty of 
the market, as if the latter has a mind and morality of its own.”21 Under the 
auspices of neoliberalism, the language of the social is either devalued or 
ignored altogether as the idea of the public sphere is equated with a preda-
tory space, rife with danger and disease—as in reference to public restrooms, 
public transportation, and urban public schools. Dreams of the future are 
now modeled on the narcissistic, privatized, and self-indulgent needs of 
consumer culture and the dictates of the alleged free market. Mark Taylor, 
a social critic turned apologist for the alleged free market, both embodies 
and captures the sentiment well with his comment: “Insofar as you want to 
engage in practice responsibly, you have to play with the hand you’re dealt. 
And the hand we’re dealt seems to me to be one in which the market has 
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certainly won out over other kinds of systems.”22 There is more at stake here 
than another dominant media story about a left academic who finally sees the 
entrepreneurial light. The narrative points to something much larger. Samuel 
Weber has suggested that what seems to be involved in this transformation is 
“a fundamental and political redefinition of the social value of public services 
in general, and of universities and education in particular.”23

Within this impoverished sense of politics and public life, the university 
is gradually being transformed into a training ground for the corporate 
workforce, rendering obsolete any notion of higher education as a crucial 
public sphere in which critical citizens and democratic agents are formed. As 
universities become increasingly strapped for money, corporations provide 
the needed resources for research and funds for endowed chairs, exerting 
a powerful influence on both the hiring of faculty, and how research is 
conducted and for what purposes. In addition, universities now offer up 
buildings and stadiums as billboards for brand name corporations in order 
to procure additional sources of revenue while also adopting the values, 
management styles, cost-cutting procedures, and the language of excellence 
that has been the hallmark of corporate culture. Under the reign of neolib-
eralism and corporate culture, the boundaries between commercial culture 
and public culture become blurred as universities rush to embrace the logic 
of industrial management while simultaneously forfeiting those broader 
values both central to a democracy and capable of limiting the excesses of 
corporate power. Although the university has always had ties to industry, 
there is a new intimacy between higher education and corporate culture, 
characterized by what Larry Hanley calls a “new, quickened symbiosis.”24 As 
Masao Miyoshi points out, the result is “not a fundamental or abrupt change 
perhaps, but still an unmistakable radical reduction of its public and criti-
cal role.”25 What was once the hidden curriculum of many universities—the 
subordination of higher education to capital—has now become an open and 
much celebrated policy of both public and private higher education.26 How 
do we understand the university in light of both the crisis of youth and the 
related crisis of the social that have emerged under the controlling hand 
of neoliberalism? How can the future be grasped given the erosion of the 
social and public life over the last twenty years? What are the implications 
for the simultaneous corporatization of higher education in light of these 
dramatic changes? Any concern about the future of the university has to 
both engage and challenge this transformation while reclaiming the role 
of the university as a democratic public sphere. In what follows, I want to 
analyze the university as a corporate entity within the context of a crisis of 
the social. In particular, I will focus on how this crisis is played out not only 
through the erosion of public space, but through the less explained issues 
of public versus corporate time, on the one hand, and the related issues of 
agency, pedagogy, and public mission on the other.
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Public Time versus Corporate Time

Questions of time are crucial to how a university structures its public mission, 
the role of faculty, the use of space, student access, and the legitimation of 
particular forms of knowledge, research, and pedagogy. Time is not simply a 
question of how to invoke the future, but is also used to legitimate particular 
social relations and make claims on human behavior, representing one of 
the most important battlefields for determining how the future of higher 
education is played out in political and ethical terms. Time refers not only 
to the way in which it is mediated differently by institutions, administrators, 
faculty, and students but also how it shapes and allocates power, identities, 
and space through a particular set of codes and interests. But more impor-
tantly time is a central feature of politics and orders not merely the pace 
of the economic, but the time available for consideration, contemplation, 
and critical thinking. When reduced to a commodity, time often becomes 
the enemy of deliberation and thoughtfulness and undermines the ability 
of political culture to function critically.

For the past twenty years, time as a value and the value of time have been 
redefined through the dictates of neoliberal economics, which has largely 
undermined any notion of public time guided by non-commodified values 
central to a political and social democracy. As Peter Beilharz observes,

[T]ime has become our enemy. The active society demands of us that we keep 
moving, keep consuming, experience everything, travel, work as good tourists more 
than act as good citizens, work, shop and die. To keep moving is the only way left 
in our cultural repertoire to push away . . . meaning. . . .[and consequently] the 
prospects, and forms of social solidarity available to us shrink before our eyes.27

Without question, the future of the university will largely rest on the outcome 
of the current struggle between the university as a public space with the ca-
pacity to slow time down in order to question what Jacques Derrida calls the 
powers that limit “a democracy to come” and a corporate university culture 
wedded to a notion of accelerated time in which the principle of self-inter-
est replaces politics and consumerism replaces a broader notion of social 
agency.28 A meaningful and inclusive democracy is indebted to a notion of 
public time, while neoliberalism celebrates what I call corporate time. In what 
follows, I want to briefly comment on some of the theoretical and political 
work performed by each of these notions of time and the implications they 
have for addressing the future of higher education.

Public time as a condition and critical referent makes visible how politics is 
played out through the unequal access different groups have to “institutions, 
goods, services, resources, and power and knowledge.”29 That is, it offers a 
critical category for understanding how the ideological and institutional 
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mechanisms of higher education work to grant time to some faculty and 
students and to withhold it from others, how time is mediated differently 
within different disciplines and among diverse faculty and students, how time 
can work across the canvas of power and space to create new identities and 
social formations capable of “intervening in public debate for the purpose 
of affecting positive change in the overall position and location in society.”30 
When linked to issues of power, identity, ideology, and politics, public time 
can be an important social construct for orientating the university towards 
a vision of the future in which critical learning becomes central to increas-
ing the scope of human rights, individual freedom, and the operations 
of a substantive democracy. In this instance, public time resonates with a 
project of leadership, teaching, and learning in which higher education 
seems an important site for investing democratic public life with substance 
and vibrancy.

Public time rejects the fever-pitch appeals of “just in time” or “speed 
time,” demands often made within the context of “ever faster technological 
transformation and exchange,”31 and buttressed by corporate capital’s golden 
rule: “time is money.” Public time slows time down, not as a simple refusal of 
technological change or a rejection of all calls for efficiency but as an attempt 
to create the institutional and ideological conditions that promote long-term 
analyses, historical reflection, and deliberations over what our collective 
actions might mean for shaping the future. Rejecting an instrumentality 
that evacuates questions of history, ethics, and justice, public time fosters 
dialogue, thoughtfulness, and critical exchange. Public time offers room for 
knowledge that contributes to society’s self-understanding, that enables it 
to question itself, and seeks to legitimate intellectual practices that are not 
only collective and non-instrumental but deepen democratic values while 
encouraging pedagogical relations that question the future in terms that are 
political, ethical, and social. As Cornelius Castoriadis observes, public time 
puts into question established institutions and dominant authority, reject-
ing any notion of the social that either eliminates the question of judgment 
or “conceals . . . the question of responsibility.” Rather than maintaining a 
passive attitude towards power, public time demands and encourages forms 
of political agency based on a passion for self-governing, actions informed 
by critical judgment, and a commitment to linking social responsibility and 
social transformation. Public time legitimates those pedagogical practices 
that provide the basis for a culture of questioning, one that enables the 
knowledge, skills, and social practices necessary for resistance, a space of 
translation, and a proliferation of discourses. Public time unsettles common 
sense and disturbs authority while encouraging critical and responsible 
leadership. As Roger Simon observes, public time “presents the question of 
the social—not as a space for the articulation of pre-formed visions through 
which to mobilize action, but as the movement in which the very question 
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of the possibility of democracy becomes the frame within which a necessary 
radical learning (and questioning) is enabled.”32 Put differently, public time 
affirms a politics without guarantees and a notion of the social that is open 
and contingent. Public time also provides a conception of democracy that 
is never complete and determinate but constantly open to different under-
standings of the contingency of its decisions, mechanisms of exclusions, and 
operations of power.33 Public time challenges neoliberalism’s willingness to 
separate the economic from the social as well as its failure to address human 
needs and social costs.

At its best, public time renders governmental power explicit and, in doing 
so, it rejects the language of religious rituals and the abrogation of the condi-
tions necessary for the assumption of basic freedoms and rights. Moreover, 
public time considers civic education the basis, if not essential dimension, 
of justice because it provides individuals with the skills, knowledge, and 
passions to talk back to power while simultaneously emphasizing both the 
necessity to question that accompanies viable forms of political agency and 
the assumption of public responsibility through active participation in the 
very process of governing. Expressions of public time in higher education 
can be found in shared notions of governance between faculty and admin-
istration, in modes of academic labor that encourage forms of collegiality 
tied to vibrant communities of exchange and democratic values, and in 
pedagogical relations in which students do not just learn about democracy 
but experience it through a sense of active participation, critical engage-
ment, and social responsibility. The notion of public time has a long history 
in higher education and has played a formative role in shaping some of the 
most important principles of academic life. Public time, in this instance, 
registers the importance of pedagogical practices that provide the condi-
tions for a culture of questioning in which teachers and students engage in 
critical dialogue and unrestricted discussion in order to affirm their role as 
social agents, inspect their own past, and engage the consequences of their 
own actions in shaping the future.

As higher education becomes increasingly corporatized, public time is 
replaced by corporate time. In corporate time, the “market is viewed as a ‘mas-
ter design for all affairs’,”34 profit making becomes the defining measure of 
responsibility, and consumption is the privileged site for determining value 
between the self and the larger social order. Corporate time fosters a nar-
row sense of leadership, agency, and public values and is largely indifferent 
to those concerns that are critical to a just society, but are not commercial 
in nature. The values of hierarchy, materialism, competition, and excessive 
individualism are enshrined under corporate time and play a defining role 
in how it allocates space, manages the production of particular forms of 
knowledge, and regulates pedagogical relations. Hence, it is not surprising 
that corporate time accentuates privatized and competitive modes of intel-
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lectual activity, largely removed from public obligations and social responsi-
bilities. Divested of any viable democratic notion of the social, corporate time 
measures relationships, productivity, space, and knowledge according to the 
dictates of cost efficiency, profit, and a market-based rationality. Time, within 
this framework, is accelerated rather than slowed down and reconfigures 
academic labor increasingly through, though not limited to, new computer 
generated technologies that are making greater demands on faculty time, 
creating larger teaching loads, and producing bigger classes. Under corporate 
time, speed controls and organizes place, space, and communication as a 
matter of quantifiable calculation. And as Peter Euben observes under such 
circumstances, a particular form of rationality emerges as common sense: 
“When speed rules so does efficient communication. Calculation and logic 
are in, moral imagination and reasoned emotions are out. With speed at a 
premium, shorthand, quantification and measurements become dominant 
modes of thought. Soon we will talk in clichés and call it common sense 
and wisdom.”35

Corporate time maps faculty relationships through self-promoting market 
agendas and narrow definitions of self-interest. Caught on the treadmill of 
getting more grants, teaching larger classes, and producing more revenue 
for the university, faculty become another casualty of a business ideology that 
attempts to “extract labor from campus workers at the lowest possible cost, 
one willing to sacrifice research independence and integrity for profit.”36 
Under corporatization, time is accelerated and fragmented. Overworked 
and largely isolated, faculty are now rewarded for intellectual activities 
privileged as entrepreneurial, “measured largely in the capacity to transact 
and consume.”37 Faculty are asked to spend more time in larger classrooms 
while they are simultaneously expected to learn and use new instructional 
technologies such as power point, the Web, and various multimedia peda-
gogical activities. Faculty now interact with students not only in their classes 
and offices, but also in chat rooms and through e-mail.

Grounded in the culture of competitiveness and self-interest, corporate 
time reworks faculty loyalties. Faculty interaction is structured less around 
collective solidarities built upon practices which offer a particular relationship 
to public life than through corporate imposed rituals of competition and 
production that conform to the “narrowly focused ideas of the university as 
a support to the economy.”38 For instance, many universities are now institut-
ing post-tenure review as an alleged measure of faculty accountability and 
an efficient way to eliminate “deadwood” professors. As Ben Agger points 
out, what is “especially pernicious is the fact that faculty are supposed to axe 
their own colleagues, thus pitting them against each other and destroying 
whatever remains of the fabric of academic community and mutuality.”39

Corporate time also fragments time by redefining academic labor “as 
part-time labor versus academic work as full-time commitment and  career.”40 
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 Under such conditions, faculty solidarities are weakened ever more as 
corporate time evokes cost-efficient measures by outsourcing instruction 
to part-time faculty who are underpaid, overworked, lack health benefits, 
and deprived of any power to shape the conditions under which they work. 
Powerlessness breeds resentment and anger between part-time faculty, and 
fear and insecurity among full-time faculty, who no longer believe that their 
tenure is secure. Hence, the heavy hand of universities reproduces the divide 
between part- and full-time faculty as they downsize and outsource under 
the rubric of fiscal responsibility and accountability, especially in a post 9-11 
era that demands increasing amounts of public resources be devoted to the 
War on Terror. But more is reproduced than structural dislocations among 
faculty; there is also a large pool of crippling fear, insecurity, and resentment 
that makes it difficult for faculty to take risks, forge bonds of solidarity, en-
gage in social criticism, and perform as public intellectuals rather than as 
technicians in the service of corporate largesse.

Leadership under the reign of corporate culture and corporate time has 
been rewritten as a form of homage to business models of governance. As 
Stanley Aronowitz points out, “Today . . . leaders of higher education wear 
the badge of corporate servants proudly.”41 Gone are the days when univer-
sity presidents were hired for intellectual status and public roles. College 
presidents are now labeled as Chief Executive Officers, and are employed 
primarily because of their fundraising abilities. Deans of various colleges are 
often pulled from the ranks of the business world and pride themselves on 
the managerial logic and cost-cutting plans they adopt from the corporate 
culture of Microsoft, Disney, and IBM. Bill Gates and Michael Eisner replace 
John Dewey and Robert Hutchins as models of educational leadership. 
Rather than defend the public role of the university, academic freedom, 
and worthy social causes, the new corporate heroes of higher education 
now focus their time selling off university services to private contractors, 
forming partnerships with local corporations, searching for new patent and 
licensing agreements, and urging faculty to engage in research and grants 
that generate external funds. Under this model of leadership the university 
is being transformed from a place to think to a place to imagine stock op-
tions and profit windfalls.

Corporate time provides a new framing mechanism for faculty relations 
and modes of production and suggests a basic shift in the role of the intellec-
tual. Academics now become less important as a resource to provide students 
with the knowledge and skills they need to engage the future as a condition 
of democratic possibilities. In the “new economy,” they are entrepreneurs 
who view the future as an investment opportunity and research as a private 
career opportunity rather than as a civic and collective effort to improve the 
public good. Increasingly academics find themselves being deskilled as they 
are pressured to teach more service oriented and market based courses and 
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devote less time to their roles either as well-informed, public intellectuals or 
as “cosmopolitan intellectuals situated in the public sphere.”42

Corporate time not only transforms the university as a democratic public 
sphere into a space for training while defining faculty as market oriented 
producers, it also views students as merely customers and potential workers, 
or simply as sources of revenue. As customers, students “are conceptualized 
in terms of their ability to pay. . . . and the more valued customers are those 
who can afford to pay more.”43 One consequence, as Gary Rhoades points 
out, is that student access to higher education is “now shaped less by consid-
erations of social justice than of revenue potential.”44 Consequently, those 
students who are poor and under-serviced are increasingly denied access 
to the benefits of higher education. Of course, the real problem, as Cary 
Nelson observes, is not merely one of potential decline, but “long term and 
continuing failure to offer all citizens, especially minorities of class and color, 
equal educational opportunities,”45 a failure that has been intensified under 
the authority of the corporate university. As a source of revenue, students 
are now subjected to higher fees and tuition costs, and are bombarded by 
brand name corporations who either lease space on the university commons 
to advertise their goods or run any one of a number of student services from 
the dining halls to the university bookstore. Almost every aspect of public 
space in higher education is now designed to attract students as consum-
ers and shoppers, constantly subjecting them to forms of advertisements 
mediated by the rhythms of corporate time which keeps students moving 
through a marketplace of brand name products rather than ideas. Such 
hyper-commercialized spaces increasingly resemble malls, transforming all 
available university space into advertising billboards, and bringing home the 
message that the most important identity available to students is that of a 
consuming subject. As the line between public and commercial space disap-
pears, the gravitational pull of Taco Bell, McDonald’s, Starbucks, Barnes and 
Noble, American Express, and Nike, among others, creates a “geography of 
nowhere,”46 a consumer placelessness in which all barriers between a culture 
of critical ideas and branded products simply disappear.47 Education is no 
longer merely a monetary exchange in which students buy an upscale, lucra-
tive career, it is also an experience designed to evacuate any broader, more 
democratic notions of citizenship, the social, and the future that students 
may wish to imagine, struggle over, and enter. In corporate time, students 
are disenfranchised “as future citizens and reconstitute[d] . . . as no more 
than consumers and potential workers.”48

Corporate time not only translates faculty into multinational operatives 
and students into sources of revenue and captive consumers, it also makes 
a claim on how knowledge is valued, how the classroom is to be organized, 
and how pedagogy is defined. Knowledge under corporate time is valued as 
a form of capital. As Michael Peters observes, entire disciplines and bodies of 
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knowledge are now either valued or devalued on the basis of their “ability to 
attract global capital and. . . .potential for serving transnational corporations. 
Knowledge is valued for its strict utility rather than as an end in itself or for 
its emancipatory effects.”49 Good value for students means taking courses la-
beled as “relevant” in market terms, which are often counterposed to courses 
in the social sciences, humanities, and the fine arts, which are concerned 
with forms of learning that do not readily translate into either private gain 
or commercial value. Under the rule of corporate time, the classroom is no 
longer a public sphere concerned with issues of justice, critical learning, or 
the knowledge and skills necessary for civic engagement. As training replaces 
education, the classroom, along with pedagogy itself, is transformed as a 
result of the corporate restructuring of the university.

As the structure and content of education change, intellectual and peda-
gogical practices are less identified with providing the conditions for students 
to learn how to think critically, hold institutional authority accountable for 
its actions, and act in ways that further democratic ideals. Rather than pro-
viding the knowledge and skills for asserting the primacy of the political, 
social responsibility, and the ethical as central to preparing students for the 
demands of an inclusive democracy, intellectual practice is subordinated 
to managerial, technological, and commercial considerations. Not only is 
classroom knowledge and intellectual practice bought and traded as a market-
able commodity, but they are also defined largely within what Zygmunt Bau-
man calls “the culture of consumer society, which is more about forgetting, 
[than] learning.”50 That is, forgetting that knowledge can be emancipatory, 
that citizenship is not merely about being a consumer, and that the future 
cannot be sacrificed to ephemeral pleasures and values of the market. When 
education is reduced to training, the meaning of self-government is devalued 
and democracy is rendered meaningless.

What is crucial to recognize in the rise of corporate time is that while it 
acknowledges that higher education should play a crucial role in offering the 
narratives that frame society, it presupposes that faculty, in particular, will play 
a different role and assume a “different relation to the framing of cultural 
reality.”51 Many critics have pointed to the changing nature of governance 
and management structures in the university as a central force in redefining 
the relationship of the university to the larger society, but little has been said 
about how the changing direction of the university impacts on the nature of 
academic activity and intellectual relations.52 While on one level, the changing 
nature of the institution suggests greater control of academic life by admin-
istrators and an emerging class of managerial professionals, it also points to 
the privileging of those intellectuals in the techno-sciences whose services 
are indispensable to corporate power, while recognizing information as the 
reigning commodity of the new economy. Academic labor is now prized for 
how it fuses with capital, rather than how it contributes to what Geoff Sharp 
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calls “society’s self-understanding.”53 The changing institutional and social 
forms of the university reject the elitist and reclusive models of intellectual 
practice that traditionally have refused to bridge the gap between higher 
education and the larger social order, theory and practice, the academic 
and the public. Within the corporate university, transformation rather than 
contemplation is now a fundamental principle for judging and rewarding 
intellectual practice. Removed from matters of either social justice or demo-
cratic possibilities, transformation is defined through a notion of the social 
that is entirely rooted in privileging the material interests of the market. 
Higher education’s need for new sources of funding neatly dovetails with 
the inexhaustible need on the part of corporations for new products. Within 
this symbiotic relationship, knowledge is directly linked to its application in 
the market, mediated by a collapse of the distinction between knowledge 
and the commodity. Knowledge has become capital to invest in the market 
but has little to do with the power of self-definition, civic commitments, 
or ethical responsibilities that “require an engagement with the claims of 
others”54 and with questions of justice. At the same time, the conditions for 
scholarly work are being transformed through technologies that eliminate 
face to face contact, speed up the labor process, and define social exchange 
in terms that are more competitive, instrumental, and removed from face 
to face interactions.

Electronic, digital, and image-based technologies shape notions of the 
social in ways that were unimaginable a decade ago. Social exchanges can 
now proceed without the presence of “real” bodies. Contacts among faculty 
and between teachers and students are increasingly virtual, yet these practices 
profoundly delineate the nature of the social in instrumental, abstract, and 
commodified terms. As John Hinkson and Geoff Sharp have pointed out, 
these new intellectual practices and technological forms are redefining the 
nature of the social in higher education in ways in which the free sharing of 
ideas and cooperativeness as democratic and supportive forms of collegiality 
seem to be disappearing among faculty.55 This is not just an issue that can 
be taken up strictly as an assault on academic labor, it also raises fundamen-
tal questions about where those values that support democratic forms of 
solidarity, sharing, dialogue, and mutual understanding are to be found in 
university life. This is an especially important issue since such values serve as 
a “condition for the development of intellectual practices devoted to public 
service.”56 Within these new forms of instrumental framing and intellectual 
practice, the ethic of public service that once received some support in higher 
education is being eliminated and with it those intellectual relations, scholarly 
practices, and forms of collegiality that leave some room for addressing a 
less commodified and more democratic notion of the social.

In opposition to this notion of corporate time, instrumentalized intel-
lectual practices, and a deracinated view of the social, I want to reassert the 
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importance of academic social formations that view the university as a site 
of struggle and resistance. A primary facet of this challenge is the necessity 
to define intellectual practice “as part of an intricate web of morality, rigor 
and responsibility”57 that enables academics to speak with conviction, enter 
the public sphere in order to address the most pressing social problems, and 
demonstrate alternative models for what it means to bridge the gap between 
higher education and the broader society. This is a notion of intellectual 
practice that refuses to be instrumentalized or protected by the privileged 
isolation of academia. It is also a type of intellectual practice that affirms a 
broader vision of learning that links knowledge to the power of self-defini-
tion and the capacities of administrators, academics, and students to expand 
the scope of democratic freedoms, particularly as they address the crisis 
of the social as part and parcel of the crisis of both youth and democracy 
itself. Implicit in this notion of social and intellectual practice is a view of 
academics as public intellectuals. Following Edward Said, I am referring to 
those academics engaged in intellectual practices that interpret and ques-
tion power rather than merely consolidate it, enter into the public sphere in 
order to alleviate human suffering, make the connections of power visible, 
and work individually and collectively to create the pedagogical and social 
conditions necessary for what the late Pierre Bourdieu has called “realist 
utopias.”58 I want to conclude this essay by taking up how the role of both 
the university as a democratic public sphere and the function of academics 
as public intellectuals can be further enabled through what I call a politics 
of educated hope.

Toward a Politics of Educated Hope

If the rise of the corporate university is to be challenged, educators and 
others need to reclaim the meaning and purpose of higher education as 
an ethical and political response to the demise of democratic public life. 
At stake here is the need to insist on the role of the university as a public 
sphere committed to deepening and expanding the possibilities of demo-
cratic identities, values, and relations. This approach suggests new models 
of leadership based on the understanding that the real purpose of higher 
education means encouraging people to think beyond the task of simply 
getting a lucrative job. Beyond this ever narrowing instrumental justifica-
tion there is the more relevant goal of opening higher education up to all 
groups, creating a critical citizenry, providing specialized work skills for 
jobs that really require them, democratizing relations of governance among 
administrators, faculty, and students, and taking seriously the imperative to 
disseminate an intellectual and artistic culture. Higher education may be 
one of the few sites left in which students learn how to mediate critically 
between democratic values and the demands of corporate power, between 
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identities founded on democratic principles and identities steeped in forms 
of competitive, atomistic individualism that celebrate self-interest, profit 
making, and greed. This view suggests that higher education be defended 
through intellectual work that self-consciously recalls the tension between 
the democratic imperatives and possibilities of public institutions and their 
everyday realization within a society dominated by market principles. Toni 
Morrison is right in arguing that “If the university does not take seriously and 
rigorously its role as a guardian of wider civic freedoms, as interrogator of 
more and more complex ethical problems, as servant and preserver of deeper 
democratic practices, then some other regime or ménage of regimes will do 
it for us, in spite of us, and without us.”59 Only if educators and others take 
this struggle seriously can the university be reclaimed as a space of debate, 
discussion, and at times dissidence. Within such a pedagogical space, time 
can be unconditionally apportioned to what Cornelius Castoriadis calls “an 
unlimited interrogation in all domains” of society, especially with regards to 
the operations of dominant authority and power and the important issues 
that shape public life, practices ultimately valued for their contribution to 
the unending process of democratization.60

Higher education should be defended as a form of civic education where 
teachers and students have the chance to resist and rewrite those modes of 
pedagogy, time, and rationality that refuse to include questions of judgment 
and issues of responsibility. Understood as such, higher education is viewed 
neither as a consumer driven product nor as a form of training and career 
preparation but a mode of critical education that renders all individuals fit 
“to participate in power. . . . to the greatest extent possible, to participate 
in a common government,” to be capable, as Aristotle reminds us, of both 
governing and being governed.61 If higher education is to bring democratic 
public culture and critical pedagogy back to life, educators need to provide 
students with the knowledge and skills that enable them not only to judge 
and choose between different institutions but also to create those institutions 
they deem necessary for living lives of decency and dignity. In this instance, 
education provides not only the tools for citizen participation in public life, 
but also for exercising leadership. As Castoriadis insists, “People should 
have not just the typical right to participate; they should also be educated in 
every aspect (of leadership and politics) in order to be able to participate” 
in governing society.62

Reclaiming higher education as a public sphere begins with the crucial 
project of challenging corporate ideology and its attendant notions of time, 
which covers over the crisis of the social by dissociating all discussions about 
the goals of higher education from the realm of democracy. This project 
points to the important task of redefining higher education as a democratic 
public sphere not only to assert the importance of the social, but also to 
reconfigure it so that “economic interests cease to be the dominant factor 
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in shaping attitudes” about the social as a realm devoid of politics and demo-
cratic possibilities.63 Education is not only about issues of work and econom-
ics, but also about questions of justice, social freedom, and the capacity for 
democratic agency, action, and change as well as the related issues of power, 
exclusion, and citizenship. These are educational and political issues and 
should be addressed as part of a broader concern for renewing the struggle 
for social justice and democracy. Such a struggle demands, as the writer 
Arundhati Roy points out, that as intellectuals we ask ourselves some very 
“uncomfortable questions about our values and traditions, our vision for 
the future, our responsibilities as citizens, the legitimacy of our ‘democratic 
institutions,’ the role of the state, the police, the army, the judiciary, and the 
intellectual community.”64

While it is crucial for educators and others to defend higher education as a 
public good, it is also important to recognize that the crisis of higher education 
cannot be understood outside of the overall restructuring of the social and 
civic life. The death of the social, the devaluing of political agency, the wan-
ing of non-commercial values, and the disappearance of non-commercialized 
public spaces have to be understood as part of a much broader attack on public 
entitlements such as healthcare, welfare, and social security, which are being 
turned over to market forces and privatized so that “economic transactions 
can subordinate and in many cases replace political democracy.”65

Against the increasing corporatization of the university and the advance 
of global capitalism, educators need to resurrect a language of resistance and 
possibility, a language that embraces a militant utopianism while constantly 
being attentive to those forces that seek to turn such hope into a new slogan 
or punish and dismiss those who dare look beyond the horizon of the given. 
Hope as a form of militant utopianism, in this instance, is one of the pre-
conditions for individual and social struggle, the ongoing practice of critical 
education in a wide variety of sites—the attempt to make a difference by being 
able to imagine otherwise in order to act in other ways. Educated hope is 
utopian, as Ruth Levitas observes, in that it is understood “more broadly as 
the desire for a better way of living expressed in the description of a different 
kind of society that makes possible that alternative way of life.”66 Educated 
hope also demands a certain amount of courage on the part of intellectuals 
in that it demands from them the necessity to articulate social possibilities, 
mediate the experience of injustice as part of a broader attempt to contest 
the workings of oppressive power, undermine various forms of domination, 
and fight for alternative ways to imagine the future. This is no small challenge 
at a time in American history when, next to shopping, jingoistic patriotism 
is the only obligation of citizenship and dissent is viewed increasingly as the 
refuge of those who support terrorists.

Educated hope as a utopian longing becomes all the more urgent given the 
bleakness of the times, but also because it opens horizons of comparison by 
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evoking not just different histories but different futures; at the same time, it 
substantiates the importance of ambivalence while problematizing certainty, 
or as Paul Ricoeur has suggested, it is “a major resource as the weapon against 
closure.”67 As a form of utopian thinking, educated hope provides a theo-
retical service in that it pluralizes politics by generating dissent against the 
claims of a false harmony, and it provides an activating presence in promot-
ing social transformation. Jacques Derrida has observed in another context 
that if higher education is going to have a future that makes a difference in 
promoting democracy, it is crucial for educators to take up the “necessity to 
rethink the concepts of the possible and the impossible.”68 What Derrida is 
suggesting is that educated hope provides a vocabulary for challenging the 
presupposition that there are no alternatives to the existing social order, 
while simultaneously stressing the dynamic, still unfinished elements of a 
democracy to be realized.69

Educated hope—as a form of oppositional utopianism—accentuates the 
ways in which the political can become more pedagogical and the pedagogi-
cal more political. In the first instance, pedagogy merges politics and ethics 
with revitalized forms of civic education that provide the knowledge, skills, 
and experiences enabling individual freedom and social agency. Making the 
pedagogical more political demands that educators become more attentive to 
the ways in which institutional forces and cultural power are tangled up with 
everyday experience. It means understanding how higher education in the 
information age now interfaces with the larger culture, how it has become the 
most important site for framing public pedagogies and authorizing specific 
relations between the self, the other, and the larger society that often shut 
down democratic visions. Any viable politics of educated hope must tap into 
individual experiences while at the same time linking individual responsibility 
with a progressive sense of social agency. Politics and pedagogy both spring 
“from real situations and from what we can say and do in these situations.”70 
As an empowering practice, educated hope translates into civic courage as 
a political and pedagogical practice and begins when one’s life can no lon-
ger be taken for granted. In doing so, it makes concrete the possibility for 
transforming higher education into an ethical practice and public event that 
confronts the flow of everyday experience and the weight of social suffering 
with the force of individual and collective resistance and the promise of an 
ongoing project of democratic social transformation.

Emphasizing politics as a pedagogical practice and performative act, 
educated hope accentuates that notion that politics is played out not only 
on the terrain of imagination and desire, but is also grounded in material 
relations of power and concrete social formations through which people 
live out their daily lives. Freedom and justice, in this instance, have to be 
mediated through the connection between civic education and political 
agency, which presupposes that the goal of educated hope is not to liberate 
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the individual from the social—a central tenet of neoliberalism—but to 
take seriously the notion that the individual can only be liberated through 
the social. Educated hope, if it is to be meaningful, should provide a link, 
however transient, provisional, and contextual between vision and critique, 
on the one hand, and engagement and transformation on the other. But 
for such a notion of hope to be meaningful it has to be grounded in a vision 
and notion of pedagogy that has some hold on the present.

The limits of the utopian imagination are related, in part, to the failure 
of academics and intellectuals in a variety of public spheres not only to con-
ceive of life beyond profit margins, but also to imagine what pedagogical 
conditions might be necessary to bring into being forms of political agency 
that might expand the operations of individual rights, social provisions, 
and democratic freedoms. Against such failures and dystopian notions, it is 
crucial for educators to address utopian longings as anticipatory rather than 
messianic, as temporal rather than merely spatial, forward looking rather 
than backwards. Utopian thinking in this view is neither a blue print for the 
future nor a form of social engineering, but a belief that different futures 
are possible. Utopian thinking rejects a politics of certainty and holds open 
matters of contingency, context, and indeterminacy as central to any notion 
of agency and the future. This suggests a view of hope based on the recogni-
tion that it is only through education that human beings can learn about the 
limits of the present and the conditions necessary for them to “combine a 
gritty sense of limits with a lofty vision of possibility.”71 Educated hope poses 
the important challenge of how to reclaim social agency within a broader 
discourse of ethical advocacy while addressing those essential pedagogi-
cal and political elements necessary for envisioning alternatives to global 
neoliberalism and its attendant forms of corporate time and its assaults on 
public time and space.

Educated hope takes as a political and ethical necessity the need to ad-
dress what modes of education are required for a democratic future and 
further requires that we ask such questions as: What pedagogical projects, 
resources, and practices can be put into place that would convey to students 
the vital importance of public time and its attendant culture of questioning 
as an essential step toward self-representation, agency, and a substantive 
democracy? How might public time with its imperative to “take more time,” 
compel respect rather than reverence, critique rather than silence, while chal-
lenging the narrow and commercial nature of corporate time? What kinds 
of social relations necessarily provide students with time for deliberation as 
well as spaces of translation in which they can critically engage those forms 
of power and authority that speak directly to them both within and outside 
of the academy? How might public time, with its unsettling refusal to be fixed 
or to collapse in the face of corporate time, be used to create pedagogical 
conditions that foster forms of self- and social critique as part of a broader 
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project of constructing alternative desires and critical modes of thinking, on 
the one hand, and democratic agents of change on the other? How to deal 
with these issues is a major question for intellectuals in the academy today 
and their importance resides not just in how they might provide teachers 
and students with the tools to fight corporatization in higher education, but 
also how they address the need for fundamental institutional change in the 
ongoing struggles for freedom and justice in a revitalized democracy.

There is a long-standing tradition among critical theorists that pedagogy 
as a moral and political practice plays a crucial role in constituting the social. 
Far from innocent, pedagogical practices operate within institutional contexts 
that carry great power in determining what knowledge is of most worth, what 
it means for students to know something, and how such knowledge relates 
to a particular understanding of the self and its relationship to both others 
and the future. Connecting teaching as knowledge production to teaching 
as a form of self production, pedagogy presupposes not only a political and 
ethical project that offers up a variety of human capacities, it also propagates 
diverse meanings of the social. Moreover, as an articulation of and interven-
tion in the social, pedagogical practices always sanction particular versions 
of what knowledge is of most worth, what it means to know something, how 
to be attentive to the operations of power, and how we might construct 
representations of ourselves, others, and our physical environment. In the 
broadest sense, pedagogy is a principle feature of politics because it provides 
the capacities, knowledge, skills, and social relations through which indi-
viduals recognize themselves as social and political agents. As Roger Simon 
points out, “talk about pedagogy is simultaneously talk about the details of 
what students and others might do together and the cultural politics such 
practices support.”72

While many critical educators and social theorists recognize that educa-
tion, in general, and pedagogy, more specifically, cannot be separated from 
the dual crisis of representation and political agency, the primary emphasis 
in many of these approaches to critical pedagogy suggests that its foremost 
responsibility is to provide a space where the complexity of knowledge, cul-
ture, values, and social issues can be explored in open and critical dialogue 
within a vibrant culture of questioning. This position is echoed by Judith 
Butler who argues, “For me there is more hope in the world when we can 
question what is taken for granted, especially about what it is to be human.”73 
Zygmunt Bauman goes further, arguing that the resurrection of any viable 
notion of political and social agency is dependent upon a culture of question-
ing, whose purpose, as he puts it, is to “keep the forever unexhausted and 
unfulfilled human potential open, fighting back all attempts to foreclose and 
pre-empt the further unraveling of human possibilities, prodding human 
society to go on questioning itself and preventing that questioning from ever 
stalling or being declared finished.”74
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Central to any viable notion of critical pedagogy is its willingness to take 
seriously those academic projects, intellectual practices, and social relations 
in which students have the basic right to raise, if not define, questions both 
within and outside of disciplinary boundaries. Such a pedagogy also must 
bear the responsibility of being self-conscious about those forces that some-
times prevent people from speaking openly and critically, whether they are 
part of a hidden curriculum of either racism, class oppression, or gender 
discrimination or part of those institutional and ideological mechanisms that 
silence students under the pretext of a claim to professionalism, objectivity, or 
unaccountable authority. Crucial here is the recognition that a pedagogical 
culture of questioning is not merely about the dynamics of communication 
but also about the effects of power and the mechanisms through which it 
either constrains, denies, or excludes particular forms of agency—preventing 
some individuals from speaking in specific ways, in particular spaces, under 
specific circumstances. Clearly such a pedagogy might include a questioning 
of the corporatization of the educational context itself, the role of foreign 
policy, the purpose and meaning of the burgeoning prison-industrial com-
plex, and the declining nature of the welfare state. Pedagogy makes visible 
the operations of power and authority as part of its processes of disruption 
and unsettlement—an attempt, as Larry Grossberg points out, “to win an 
already positioned, already invested individual or group to a different set of 
places, a different organization of the space of possibilities.”75

At its best, such a pedagogy is self-reflective, and views its own practices 
and effects not as pregiven but as the outcome of previous struggles. Rather 
than defined as either a technique, method, or “as a kind of physics which 
leaves its own history behind and never looks back,” critical pedagogy is 
grounded in a sense of history, politics, and ethics which uses theory as a 
resource to respond to particular contexts, problems, and issues. I want to 
suggest that as educators we need to extend this approach to critical pedagogy 
beyond the project of simply providing students with the critical knowledge 
and analytic tools that enable them to use them in any way they wish. While this 
pedagogical approach rightly focuses on the primacy of dialogue, understand-
ing, and critique, it does not adequately affirm the experience of the social 
and the obligations it evokes regarding questions of responsibility and social 
transformation. Such a pedagogy attempts to open up for students important 
questions about power, knowledge, and what it might mean for students to criti-
cally engage the conditions under which life is presented to them, but it does 
not directly address what it would mean for them to work to overcome those 
social relations of oppression that make living unbearable for those youths and 
adults who are poor, hungry, unemployed, refused adequate social services, 
and under the aegis of neoliberalism, viewed largely as disposable.

Some educators such as Jeffrey C. Goldfarb have argued that education 
should primarily be used to engage students in “the great conversation,” 
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enable them to “pay attention to their critical faculties,” and provoke in-
formed discussion.76 But Goldfarb also believes that education should be 
free from politics, providing students ultimately with the tools for civic 
discussion without the baggage of what he calls debilitating ideology. But 
by denying the relationship between politics and education, Goldfarb has 
no language for recognizing how pedagogy itself is shot through with issues 
of politics, power, and ideology. In opposition to Goldfarb, I believe that 
teaching and learning are profoundly political practices, as is evident in 
the most basic pedagogical and educational concerns, such as: How does 
one draw attention to the different ways in which knowledge, power, and 
experience are produced under specific conditions of learning? How are 
authority and power individually and institutionally distributed in both the 
university and the classroom? Who produces classroom knowledge and for 
whom? Who determines what knowledge is included or excluded? What is 
the agenda that informs the production and teaching of knowledge? What 
are the social and ideological horizons that determine student access to 
classrooms, privilege particular forms of cultural capital—ways of talking, 
writing, acting, dressing, and embodying specific racial, gendered, and class 
histories? How does one determine how politics is connected to everyday 
questions of identity, beliefs, subjectivity, dreams, and desires? How does one 
acknowledge, mediate, or refuse dominant academic values, pressures, and 
social relations? Goldfarb confuses politics with indoctrination and in doing 
so has no way of critically analyzing how his own intellectual practices are 
implicated in relations of power that structure the very knowledge, values, 
and desires that mediates his relations to students and the outside world. 
Consequently, his willingness to separate education from matters of power 
and politics runs the risk of reproducing the latter’s worse effects. Goldfarb 
wants to deny the symbiotic relationship between politics and education, but 
the real issue is to recognize how such a relationship might be used to pro-
duce pedagogical practices that condition but do not determine outcomes, 
that recognize that “the educator’s task is to encourage human agency, not 
mold it in the manner of Pygmalion.”77 A critical education should enable 
students to question existing institutions as well as to view politics as “a labor 
aimed at transforming desirable institutions in a democratic direction.”78 But 
to acknowledge that critical pedagogy is directed and interventionist is not 
the same as turning it into a religious ritual. Critical approaches to pedagogy 
do not guarantee certainty or impose a particular ideology, nor should they. 
But they should make a distinction between a rigorous ethical and scholarly 
approach to learning implicated in diverse relations of power and those 
forms of pedagogy that belie questions of responsibility, while allowing dia-
logue to degenerate into opinion and academic methods into unreflective 
and damaging ideological approaches to teaching. Rather than deny the 
relationship between education and politics, it seems far more  crucial to 



Chapter 11



engage it openly and critically so as to prevent pedagogical relations from 
degenerating into forms of abuse, terrorism, or contempt immune from any 
viable form of self-reflection and analysis.

A pedagogy that simply promotes a culture of questioning says nothing 
about what kind of future is or should be implied by how and what educators 
teach; nor does it address the necessity of recognizing the value of a future in 
which matters of liberty, freedom, and justice play a constitutive role. While 
it is crucial for education to be attentive to those practices in which forms 
of social and political agency are denied, it is also imperative to create the 
conditions in which forms of agency are available for students to learn how 
to not only think critically but to act differently. People need to be educated 
for democracy not only by expanding their capacities to think critically, but 
also for assuming public responsibility through active participation in the 
very process of governing and engaging important social problems. This 
suggests connecting a pedagogy of understanding with pedagogical prac-
tices that are empowering and oppositional, practices that offer students 
the knowledge and skills needed to believe that a substantive democracy is 
not only possible but is worth both taking responsibility for and struggling 
over. Any notion of critical pedagogy has to foreground issues not only of 
understanding but also social responsibility and address the implications the 
latter has for a democratic society. As Vaclav Havel has noted, “Democracy 
requires a certain type of citizen who feels responsible for something other 
than his own well feathered little corner; citizens who want to participate in 
society’s affairs, who insist on it; citizens with backbones; citizens who hold 
their ideas about democracy at the deepest level, at the level that religion is 
held, where beliefs and identity are the same.”79

Pedagogy plays a crucial role in nurturing this type of responsibility and 
suggests that students should learn about the relevance of translating critique 
and understanding to civic courage, of translating what they know as a mat-
ter of private privilege into a concern for public life. Responsibility breathes 
politics into educational practices and suggests both a different future and the 
possibility of politics itself. Responsibility makes politics and agency possible, 
because it does not end with matters of understanding since it recognizes 
the importance of students becoming accountable to others through their 
ideas, language, and actions. Being aware of the conditions that cause human 
suffering and the deep inequalities that generate dreadfully undemocratic 
and unethical contradictions for many people is not the same as resolving 
them. If pedagogy is to be linked to critical citizenship and public life, it 
needs to provide the conditions for students to learn in diverse ways how to 
take responsibility for moving society in the direction of a more realizable 
democracy. In this case, the burden of pedagogy is linked to the possibilities 
of understanding and acting, engaging knowledge and theory as a resource 
to enhance the capacity for civic action and democratic change.
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The future of higher education is inextricably connected to the future 
that we make available to the next generation of young people. Finding our 
way to a more human future means educating a new generation of scholars 
who not only defend higher education as a democratic public sphere, but 
who also frame their own agency as both scholars and citizen activists will-
ing to connect their research, teaching and service with broader democratic 
concerns over equality, justice, and an alternative vision of what the university 
might be and what society might become.
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A much shorter version of this paper was delivered as the Herbert Spencer Lecture 
at Oxford University on November 15, 2002.
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12
Paulo Freire and the Politics of Postcolonialism



Yet we have different privileges and different compensations for our posi-
tions in the field of power relations. My caution is against a form of theoreti-
cal tourism on the part of the first world critic, where the margin becomes 
a linguistic or critical vacation, a new poetics of the exotic.

—Caren Kaplan1

The work of Paulo Freire continues to exercise a strong influence on a vari-
ety of liberal and radical educators. In some quarters his name has become 
synonymous with the very concept and practice of critical pedagogy. Increas-
ingly, Freire’s work has become the standard reference for engaging in what 
is often referred to as teaching for critical thinking, dialogical pedagogy, or 
critical literacy. As Freire’s work has passed from the origins of its produc-
tion in Brazil, through Latin America and Africa to the hybrid borderlands 
of North America, academics, adult educators, and others who inhabit the 
ideology of the West have often appropriated it in ways that often reduce it 
to a pedagogical technique or method. Of course, the requisite descriptions 
generally invoke terms like “politically charged,” “problem-posing,” or the 
mandatory “education for critical consciousness,” and they often contradict 
the use of Freire’s work as a revolutionary pedagogical practice.2 But in such 
a context, these are terms that speak less to a political project constructed 
amidst concrete struggles than they do to the insipid and dreary demands 
for pedagogical recipes dressed up in the jargon of abstracted progressive 
labels. What has been increasingly lost in the North American and Western 
appropriation of Freire’s work is the profound and radical nature of its theory 
and practice as an anticolonial and postcolonial discourse. More specifically, 
Freire’s work is often appropriated and taught “without any consideration 
of imperialism and its cultural representation. This lacuna itself suggests the 
continuing ideological dissimulation of imperialism today.”3 This suggests 
that Freire’s work has been appropriated in ways that denude it of some of 
its most important political insights. Similarly, it testifies to how a politics 
of location works in the interest of privilege and power to cross cultural, 
political, and textual borders so as to deny the specificity of the other and to 
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reimpose the discourse and practice of colonial hegemony. I want to argue 
that Paulo Freire’s work must be read as a postcolonial text and that North 
Americans, in particular, must engage in a radical form of border crossing 
in order to reconstruct Freire’s work in the specificity of its historical and 
political construction. More specifically, this means making problematic a 
politics of location situated in the privilege and power of the West and how 
engaging the question of the ideological weight of such a position constructs 
one’s specific reading of Freire’s work. At the same time, becoming a  border-
crosser engaged in a productive dialogue with others means producing a 
space in which those dominant social relations, ideologies, and practices 
that erase the specificity of the voice of the other must be challenged and 
overcome.

Homelessness and the Border Intellectual

In order to understand the work of Paulo Freire in terms of its historical 
and political importance, cultural workers have to become border-crossers. 
This means that teachers and other intellectuals have to take leave of the 
cultural, theoretical, and ideological borders that enclose them within the 
safety of “those places and spaces we inherit and occupy, which frame our 
lives in very specific and concrete ways.”4 Being a border-crosser suggests that 
one has to reinvent traditions not within the discourse of submission, rever-
ence, and repetition, but “as transformation and critique. [That is] . . . one 
must construct one’s discourse as difference in relation to that tradition and 
this implies at the same time continuities and discontinuities.”5 At the same 
time, border crossing engages intellectual work not only in its specificity and 
partiality, but also in terms of the intellectual function itself as part of the 
discourse of invention and construction, rather than a discourse of recog-
nition whose aim is reduced to revealing and transmitting universal truths. 
In this case, it is important to highlight intellectual work as being forged in 
the intersection of contingency and history arising not from the “exclusive 
hunting grounds of an elite [but] from all points of the social fabric.”6

This task becomes all the more difficult with Paulo Freire because the 
borders that defined his work shifted over time in ways that paralleled his 
own exile and movement from Brazil to Chile, Mexico, the United States, 
Geneva, and back to Brazil. Freire’s work not only drew heavily upon Eu-
ropean discourses, but also upon the thought and language of theorists in 
Latin America, Africa, and North America. Freire’s political project still raises 
enormous difficulties for educators who situate Freire’s work in the reified 
language of methodologies and in empty calls that enshrine the practical at 
the expense of the theoretical and political.

Freire was an exile for whom being home was often tantamount to being 
“homeless” and for whom his own identity and the identities of Others were 
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viewed as sites of struggle over the politics of representation, the exercise 
of power, and the function of social memory.7 It is important to note that 
the concept of “home” being used here does not refer exclusively to those 
places in which one sleeps, eats, raises children, and sustains a certain level of 
comfort. For some, this particular notion of “home” is too mythic, especially 
for those who literally have no home in this sense; it also becomes a reifica-
tion when it signifies a place of safety which excludes the lives, identities, 
and experiences of the Other, that is, when it becomes synonymous with the 
cultural capital of white, middle-class subjects.

“Home,” in the sense I am using it, refers to the cultural, social, and politi-
cal boundaries that demarcate varying spaces of comfort, suffering, abuse, 
and security that define an individual or group’s location and positionality. 
To move away from “home” is to question in historical, semiotic, and struc-
tural terms how the boundaries and meanings of “home” are constructed in 
self-evident ways often outside of criticism. “Home” is about those cultural 
spaces and social formations that work hegemonically and as sites of resis-
tance. In the first instance, “home” is safe by virtue of its repressive exclusions 
and hegemonic location of individuals and groups outside of history. In 
the second case, home becomes a form of “homelessness,” a shifting site of 
identity, resistance, and opposition that enables conditions of self- and social 
formation. JanMohammed captures this distinction quite lucidly:

“Home” comes to be associated with “culture” as an environment, process, and 
hegemony that determine individuals through complicated mechanisms. Culture is 
productive of the necessary sense of belonging, of “home”; it attempts to suture . . . 
collective and individual subjectivity. But culture is also divisive, producing boundar-
ies that distinguish the collectivity and what lies outside it and that define hierarchic 
organizations with in the collectivity. “Homelessness”, on the other hand, is. . . .an 
enabling concept . . . associated with . . . the civil and political space that hegemony 
cannot suture, a space in which “alternative acts and alternative intentions which 
are not yet articulated as a social institution or even project can survive. “Homeless-
ness,” then, is a situation wherein utopian potentiality can endure.8

For Freire, the task of being an intellectual was always forged within the 
trope of homelessness: between different zones of theoretical and cultural 
difference; between the borders of non-European and European cultures. 
In effect, Freire was a border intellectual,9 whose allegiance was not tied to 
a specific class and culture as in Gramsci’s notion of the organic intellectual; 
instead, Freire’s writings embody a mode of discursive struggle and opposi-
tion that not only challenges the oppressive machinery of the State but is 
also sympathetic to the formation of new cultural subjects and movements 
engaged in the struggle over the modernist values of freedom, equality, and 
justice. In part, this explains Freire’s interest for educators, feminists, and 
revolutionaries in Africa, Latin America, and South Africa.
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As a border intellectual, Freire ruptured the relationship between indi-
vidual identity and collective subjectivity. His work makes visible a politics 
that links human suffering with a project of possibility, not as a static plunge 
into a textuality disembodied from human struggles, but as a politics of 
literacy forged in the political and material dislocations of regimes that ex-
ploit, oppress, expel, maim, and ruin human life. As a border intellectual, 
Freire occupied a terrain of “homelessness” in the postmodern sense that 
suggests there is little possibility of ideological and hegemonic closure, no 
relief from the incessant tensions and contradictions that inform one’s own 
identity, ideological struggles, and project of possibility. It is this sense of 
“homelessness,” this constant crossing over into terrains of Otherness, which 
characterized both Freire’s life and work. It was as an exile, a border being, 
an intellectual posed between different cultural, epistemological, and spatial 
borders that Freire undertook the challenge to situate his own politics of 
location as a border-crosser.

It is to Freire’s credit as a critical educator and cultural worker that he 
was extremely conscious about the intentions, goals, and effects of crossing 
borders and how such movements offer the opportunity for new subject 
positions, identities, and social relations that can produce resistance to and 
relief from the structures of domination and oppression. While such an in-
sight continuously invested his work with a healthy “restlessness,” it has not 
meant that Freire’s work has developed unproblematically. For example, in 
his earlier work, Freire attempted to reconcile an emancipatory politics of 
literacy and a struggle over identity and difference, with certain problem-
atic elements of modernism. Freire’s incessant attempts to construct a new 
language, produce new spaces of resistance, imagine new ends and oppor-
tunities to reach them were sometimes constrained in totalizing narratives 
and binary oppositions that deemphasized the mutually contradictory and 
multiple character of domination and struggle. In this sense, Freire’s earlier 
reliance on emancipation as one and the same with class struggle sometimes 
erased how women were subjected differently to patriarchal structures; 
similarly, his call for members of the dominating groups to commit class 
suicide downplayed the complex, multiple, and contradictory nature of hu-
man subjectivity. Finally, Freire’s reference to the “masses” or oppressed as 
being inscribed in a culture of silence appeared to be at odds with both the 
varied forms of domination these groups labored under and Freire’s own 
belief in the diverse ways in which the oppressed struggle and manifest ele-
ments of practical and political agency. While it is crucial to acknowledge 
the theoretical and political brilliance that informed much of this work, it 
is also necessary to recognize that it bore slight traces of vanguardism. This 
is evident not only in the binaries that inform Pedagogy of the Oppressed but 
also in Pedagogy in Process: The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, particularly in those 
sections where Freire argues that the culture of the masses must develop on 
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the basis of science and that emancipatory pedagogy must be aligned with 
the struggle for national reconstruction.

Without adequately addressing the contradictions these issues raise 
between the objectives of the state, the discourses of everyday life, and the 
potential for pedagogical violence being done in the name of political cor-
rectness, Freire’s work is open to the charge made by some leftist theorists 
of being overly totalizing. But this can be read less as a reductive critique of 
Freire’s work than as an indication of the need to subject it and all forms of 
social criticism to analyses that engage its strengths and limitations as part of a 
wider dialogue in the service of an emancipatory politics. The contradictions 
raised in Freire’s work offer a number of questions that need to be addressed 
by critical educators about not only Freire’s earlier work but also about their 
own. For instance, what happens when the language of the educator is not 
the same as that of the oppressed? How is it possible to be vigilant against 
taking up a notion of language, politics, and rationality that undermines 
recognizing one’s own partiality and the voices and experiences of Others? 
How does one explore the contradiction between validating certain forms 
of “correct” thinking and the pedagogical task of helping students assume 
rather than simply follow the dictates of authority, regardless of how radical 
the project informed by such authority. Of course, it cannot be forgotten that 
the strength of Freire’s early discourse rests, in part, with its making visible 
not merely the ideological struggle against domination and colonialism but 
also the material substance of human suffering, pain, and imperialism. Forged 
in the heat of life and death struggles, Freire recourse to binary oppositions 
such as the oppressed versus the oppressor, problem-solving versus problem-
posing, science versus magic, raged bravely against dominant languages and 
configurations of power that refused to address their own politics by appeal-
ing to the imperatives of politeness, objectivity, and neutrality. Here Freire 
straddled the boundary between modernist and anticolonialist discourse; he 
struggled against colonialism, but in doing so he often reversed rather than 
ruptured its basic problematic. Benita Parry locates a similar problem in the 
work of Frantz Fanon: “What happens is that heterogeneity is repressed in 
the monolithic figures and stereotypes of colonialist representations. . . .[But] 
the founding concepts of the problematic must be refused.”10

In his later work, particularly in his work with Donaldo Macedo, in his 
numerous interviews, and in his talking books with authors such as Ira Shor, 
Antonio Faundez, and Myles Horton, Freire undertook a form of social criti-
cism and cultural politics that pushed against those boundaries that invoke 
the discourse of the unified, humanist subject, universal historical agents, 
and Enlightenment rationality.11 Having refused the privilege of home as a 
border intellectual situated in the shifting and ever-changing universe of 
struggle, Freire invoked and constructed elements of a social criticism that 
shared an affinity with emancipatory strands of postmodern discourse. That 
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is, in his refusal of a transcendent ethics, epistemological foundationalism, 
and political teleology, he further developed a provisional ethical and politi-
cal discourse subject to the play of history, culture, and power. As a border 
intellectual, he constantly reexamined and raised questions about what kind 
of borders are being crossed and revisited, what kind of identities are being 
remade and refigured within new historical, social, and political borderlands, 
and what effects such crossings have for redefining pedagogical practice. 
In Freire’s work, it can be observed that pedagogy is a cultural practice and 
politics that takes place not simply in schools, but in all cultural spheres. In 
this instance, all cultural work is pedagogical, and cultural workers inhabit 
a number of sites that include but are not limited to schools. In a dialogue 
with Antonio Faundez, Freire talked about his own self-formation as an exile 
and border-crosser. He states:

It was by travelling all over the world, it was by travelling through Africa, it was 
by travelling through Asia, through Australia and New Zealand, and through 
the islands of the South Pacific, it was by travelling through the whole of Latin 
America, the Caribbean, North America and Europe—it was by passing through 
all these different parts of the world as an exile that I came to understand my own 
country better. It was by seeing it from a distance, it was by standing back from it, 
that I came to understand myself better. It was by being confronted with another 
self that I discovered more easily my own identity. And thus I overcame the risk 
which exiles sometimes run of being too remote in their work as intellectuals 
from the most real, most concrete experiences, and of being somewhat lost, and 
even somewhat contented, because they are lost in a game of words, what I usually 
rather humorously call “specializing in the ballet of concepts.”12

It is here that we get further indications of some of the principles that in-
formed Freire as a revolutionary. It is in this work and his work with Donaldo 
Macedo, Ira Shor, and others that we see traces, images, and representations 
of a political project that are inextricably linked to Freire’s own self-formation. 
It is here that Freire was at his most prescient in unraveling and dismantling 
ideologies and structures of domination as they emerged in his confrontation 
with the ongoing exigencies of daily life as manifested differently in the ten-
sions, suffering, and hope between the diverse margins and centers of power 
that have come to characterize a postmodern/postcolonial world.

Reading Freire’s work for the last fifteen years has drawn me closer to 
Adorno’s insight that, “It is part of morality not to be at home in one’s 
home.”13 Adorno was also an exile, raging against the horror and evil of 
another era, but he was also insistent that it was the role of intellectuals, in 
part, to challenge those places bounded by terror, exploitation, and human 
suffering. He also called for intellectuals to refuse and transgress those sys-
tems of standardization, commodification, and administration pressed into 
the service of an ideology and language of “home” that occupied or were 
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complicit with oppressive centers of power. Freire differed from Adorno in 
that a more profound sense of rupture, transgression, and hope, intellectually 
and politically, can be witnessed in his work. This is evident in his repeated 
calls for educators, social critics, and cultural workers to fashion a notion of 
politics and pedagogy outside of established disciplinary borders; outside 
of the division between high and popular culture; outside of “stable notions 
of self and identity . . . based on exclusion and secured by terror”;14 outside 
of homogeneous public spheres; and outside of boundaries that separate 
desire from rationality, the body from the mind.

Of course, this is not to suggest that intellectuals have to go into exile to 
take up Freire’s work, but it does suggest that in becoming border-crossers, it 
is not uncommon for many of them to engage his work as an act of bad faith. 
Refusing to negotiate or deconstruct the borders that define their own politics 
of location, they have little sense of moving into an “imagined space,” a po-
sitionality, from which they can unsettle, disrupt, and “illuminate that which 
is no longer home-like, heimlich, about one’s home.”15 From the comforting 
perspective of the colonizing gaze, such theorists often appropriate Freire’s 
work without engaging its historical specificity and ongoing political project. 
The gaze in this case becomes self-serving and self-referential, its principles 
shaped by technical and methodological considerations. Its perspective, in 
spite of itself, is largely “panoptic and thus dominating.”16 To be sure, such 
intellectuals cross borders less as exiles than as colonialists. Hence, they often 
refuse to hold up to critical scrutiny their own complicity in producing and 
maintaining specific injustices, practices, and forms of oppression that deeply 
inscribe the legacy and heritage of colonialism. Edward Said captured the 
tension between exile and critic, home and “homelessness” in his comment 
on Adorno, though it is just as applicable to Paulo Freire:

To follow Adorno is to stand away from “home” in order to look at it with the 
exile’s detachment. For there is considerable merit in the practice of noting the 
discrepancies between various concepts and ideas and what they actually produce. 
We take home and language for granted; they become nature and their underlying 
assumptions recede into dogma and orthodoxy. The exile knows that in a secular 
and contingent world, homes are always provisional. Borders and barriers, which 
enclose us within the safety of familiar territory can also become prisons, and are 
often defended beyond reason or necessity. Exiles cross borders, break barriers 
of thought and experience.17

Of course, intellectuals from the First World, especially white academics, 
run the risk of acting in bad faith when they appropriate the work of a Third 
World intellectual such as Paulo Freire without “mapping the politics of their 
forays into other cultures,”18 theoretical discourses, and historical experi-
ences. It is truly disconcerting that First World educators rarely articulate 
the politics and privileges of their own location, in this case, so at the very 
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least to be self-conscious about not repeating the type of appropriations that 
inform the legacy of what Said called “Orientialist” scholarship.19

I want to conclude by raising some issues regarding what it might mean 
for cultural workers to resist the recuperation of Freire’s work as an academic 
commodity, a recipe for all times and places. Similarly, I want to offer some 
broad considerations for reinventing the radicality of Freire’s work within 
the emergence of a postcolonial discourse informed by what Cornel West 
terms the “decolonization of the Third World, [and characterized by] the 
exercise of . . . agency and the [production of] new . . . subjectivities and 
identities put forward by those persons who had been degraded, devalued, 
hunted, and harassed, exploited and oppressed by the European maritime 
empires.”20 The challenge presented by Freire and other postcolonial critics 
offers new theoretical possibilities to address the authority and discourses 
of those practices wedded to the legacy of a colonialism that either directly 
constructs or is implicated in social relations that keep privilege and op-
pression alive as active constituting forces of daily life within the centers 
and margins of power.

Postcolonial discourses have made clear that the old legacies of the 
political left, center, and right can no longer be so easily defined. Indeed, 
postcolonial critics have gone further and provided important theoretical 
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 themselves 
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 institu-
tion.”21 This is especially true for many of the theorists in a variety of social 
movements who have taken up the language of difference and a concern 
for the politics of the Other. In many instances, theorists within these new 
social movements have addressed political and pedagogical issues through 
the construction of binary oppositions that not only contain traces of racism 
and theoretical vanguardism but also fall into the trap of simply reversing the 
old colonial legacy and problematic of oppressed versus 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.22

Postcolonial discourses have both extended and moved beyond the pa-
rameters of this debate in a number of ways. First, postcolonial critics have 
argued that the history and politics of difference is often informed by a 
legacy of colonialism that warrants analyzing the exclusions and repressions 
that allow specific forms of privilege to remain unacknowledged in the lan-
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guage of Western educators and cultural workers. At stake here is the task 
of demystifying and deconstructing forms of privilege that benefit maleness, 
whiteness, and property as well as 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 
suggests, as Gayatri Spivak has pointed out, that more is at stake than prob-
lematizing 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.”23 
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 knowledge in which 
the subject and object of European culture are problematized.24

Second, postcolonial discourse rewrites the relationship between the mar-
gin and the center by deconstructing the colonialist and imperialist ideologies 
that structure Western knowledge, texts, and social practices. In this case, 
there is an attempt to demonstrate how European culture and colonialism 
“are deeply implicated in each other.”25 This suggests more than rewriting or 
recovering the repressed stories and social memories 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, particular voices, certain aesthetics, forms of authority, 
specific representations, and modes of sociality. The West and Otherness 
relate not as polarities or binary oppositions in postcolonial discourse but 
in ways in which both are complicit and resistant, victim and accomplice. 
In this instance, criticism of the dominating Other returns as a form of self-
criticism. Linda Hutcheon captures the importance of this issue with her 
question: “How do we construct a discourse which displaces the effects of 
the colonizing gaze while we are still under its influence?”26 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 rupture provided by postcolonial discourses. The 
postmodern concern with the “death of the subject” cannot be confused 
with the necessity of affirming the complex and contradictory character 
of human agency. Postcolonial discourse reminds us that it is ideologically 
convenient and politically suspect for Western intellectuals to talk about the 
disappearance of the speaking subject from within institutions of privilege 
and power. This is not to suggest that postcolonial theorists accept the hu-
manist notion of the subject as a unified and static identity. On the contrary, 
postcolonial discourse agrees that the speaking subject must be decentered, 
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but this does not mean that all notions of human agency and social change 
must be dismissed. Understood in these terms, the postmodernist notion of the 
subject must be accepted and modified in order to extend rather than erase 
the possibility for creating the enabling conditions for 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 resources that provide the very grounds and necessity for agency.27

Of course, while the burden of engaging these postcolonial concerns must 
be taken up by those who appropriate Freire’s work, it was also necessary for 
Freire to be more specific about the politics of his own location and what 
the emerging discourses of postmodernism and postcolonialism meant for 
self-reflectively engaging both his own work and his location as an intellectual 
aligned with the State (Brazil). If Freire had the right to draw upon his own 
experiences, how do these get reinvented so as to prevent their incorporation 
by First World theorists within colonialist rather than decolonizing terms and 
practices? But in raising that question, I want to emphasize that what made 
Freire’s work important is that it did not, and still does not, stand still. It is 
not a text for but against cultural monumentalism, one that offers itself up 
to different readings, audiences, and contexts. Moreover, Freire’s work has 
to be read in its totality to gain a sense of how it engaged the postcolonial 
age. Freire’s work cannot be separated from either its history or its author, 
but it also cannot be reduced to the specificity of intentions or historical 
location. Maybe the power and forcefulness of Freire’s works are to be found 
here in the tension, poetry, and politics that make it a project for border 
crossers, those who read history as a way of reclaiming power and identity by 
rewriting the space and practice of cultural and political resistance. Freire’s 
work represents a textual borderland where poetry slips into politics, and 
solidarity becomes a song for the present begun in the past while waiting to 
be heard in the future.
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13
The Promise of Democracy and 

Edward Said’s Politics of Worldliness
Implications for Academics as Public Intellectuals



It has become commonplace to acknowledge that post–civil rights America 
is characterized by a declining interest in and cynicism about mainstream 
national politics. What is much less discussed is the way this crisis in American 
democracy has been heralded and exacerbated by the nation’s increasing 
skepticism—or even overt hostility—toward the educational system at all 
levels. Cynicism about politics and skepticism about education have become 
mutually reinforcing tendencies that to be understood must be analyzed in 
tandem. Emptied of any substantial content, democracy is imperiled, as in-
dividuals are unable to translate their privately suffered misery into broadly 
shared public concerns and collective action. Civic engagement appears 
impotent, and public values are rendered invisible, in light of the growing 
power of multinational corporations not only to shape the content of most 
mainstream media, but also increasingly to privatize and commercialize 
remaining public spaces. For many people today, citizenship has become 
reduced to the act of buying and selling commodities rather than increasing 
the scope of their freedoms and rights in order to expand the operations of 
a substantive democracy. An incessant assault on critical thinking itself and a 
rising bigotry have undercut the possibility for providing a language in which 
vital social institutions can be defended as a public good. Moreover, as social 
visions of equity recede from public memory, unfettered brutal self-inter-
est and greed combine with retrograde social polices to make security and 
safety a top domestic priority. Unfortunately, the university offers no escape 
and little resistance. Instead, the humanistic knowledge and values of the 
university are being excised as higher education becomes increasingly corpo-
ratized and stripped of its democratic functions. In the corporate university, 
academics are now expected to be “academic entrepreneurs,” valuable only 
for the money and prestige they bring, and not for the education they can 
offer. Scholarshit, as Marcuse once put it, now replaces critical scholarship 
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just as the private intellectual now replaces the public intellectual and as the 
public relations intellectual supplants the engaged intellectual in the wider 
culture. In addition, faculty are increasingly downsized, turned into an army 
of part-time workers who are overworked and underpaid, just as graduate 
students are reduced to wage slavery as they take over many undergraduate 
teaching functions.

It is important to note that such attacks on higher education in the U.S. 
come not only from a market-based ideology that would reduce education 
to training and redefine schools as investment opportunities, they also come 
from right wingers such as Lynne Cheney, conservative Christian organiza-
tions such as the American Family Association, and right-wing politicians who 
have launched an insidious attack on postcolonial theory, Middle Eastern 
Studies, critical pedagogy, and any field “which generates critical inquiry 
and thought often in opposition to the aims of the U.S. State” and the Bush 
regime.1 This is the same group who believes that gay married couples are 
terrorists, while it says nothing about U.S. involvement in the torture and 
abuse at Abu Ghraib prison or the U.S. policy of Extraordinary Rendition 
that allows the CIA to kidnap people and send them to authoritarian coun-
tries to be tortured.

The nature of the attack on higher education can be seen in attempts by 
conservative legislators in Ohio and a number of other states to pass bills 
such as the Academic Bill of Rights which argues that academics should be 
hired on the basis of their conservative ideology in order not only to bal-
ance out faculties dominated by left-wing professors, but also to control what 
conservative students are taught, allegedly immunizing them against ideas 
that might challenge or offend their ideological comfort zones. It gets worse. 
The governor of Colorado recently called for the firing of Ward Churchill 
because of an essay he wrote shortly after 9/11 in which he condemned 
U.S. foreign policy. Additionally, U.S. congressman Anthony Weiner from 
New York has called for the firing of Joseph Massad, a Columbia University 
professor, who has been critical of Israeli policies against Palestinians. Un-
der the guise of patriotic correctness, conservatives want to fire prominent 
academics such as Churchill and Massad because of their opposition to U.S. 
foreign policy, while completely ignoring the quality of their intellectual 
scholarship. Challenging the current conservative wisdom—that is, holding 
views at odds with conservative orthodoxy—has now become the grounds 
for either being labeled as un-American or being dismissed from one’s job. 
For instance, David Horowitz, a favorite benefactor of the conservative Olin 
Foundation, has insisted that the “250 peace studies programs in America 
teach students to identify with America’s terrorist enemies and to identify 
America as a Great Satan.”2 Sacrificed in this discourse about higher educa-
tion is the notion that a vibrant democracy cannot exist without educated 
citizens, and that for a “robust democracy[,] we need more than rational 
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deliberation[;] we need public realms that remind us that [democratically 
informed] politics matter.”3 Clearly more is at stake here than the absence 
of public intellectuals as subjects to theorize and teach about the promise 
of a radical and inclusive democracy. The real crisis is the devaluation of the 
university as a democratic public sphere and the ongoing corporatization of 
intellectual work and academic labor.

In spite of their present embattled status and the inroads made by corpo-
rate power and the neoconservative Right, universities and colleges remain 
uniquely placed to prepare students to both understand and influence the 
larger educational forces that shape their lives. Such institutions by virtue 
of their privileged position, division of labor, and alleged dedication to 
freedom and democracy also have an obligation to draw upon those tradi-
tions and resources capable of providing a critical, liberal, and humanistic 
education to all students in order to prepare them not only for a society in 
which information and power have taken on new and potent dimensions, 
but also for confronting the rise of a disturbing number of antidemocratic 
tendencies in the most powerful country in the world and elsewhere across 
the globe.

Part of such a challenge means that educators need to rethink the im-
portant presupposition that higher education cannot be separated from the 
imperatives of an inclusive democracy and that the crisis of higher educa-
tion must be understood as part of the wider crisis of politics, power, and 
culture. Jacques Derrida argued that democracy contains a promise of what 
is to come and that it is precisely in the tension between the dream and the 
reality of democracy that a space of agency, critique, and education opens up 
and signals both the normative and political character of democracy. But, as 
Derrida was well aware, democracy also demands a pedagogical intervention 
organized around the need to create the conditions for educating citizens 
who have the knowledge and skills to participate in public life, question 
institutional authority, and engage the contradiction between the reality 
and promise of a global democracy. For Derrida, democracy must not only 
contain the structure of a promise, it must also be nurtured in those public 
spaces in which “the unconditional freedom to question” becomes central 
to any viable definition of individual and social agency.4 At stake here is the 
recognition that if democracy is to become vital, it needs to create citizens 
who are critical, interrogate authority, hold existing institutions accountable 
for their actions, and are able to assume public responsibility through the 
very process of governing.5 Hence, for Derrida, higher education is one of the 
few public spaces left where unconditional resistance can be both produced 
and subjected to critical analysis. In Derrida’s perspective, the university 
“should thus be a place in which nothing is beyond question, not even the 
current and determined figure of democracy, and not even the traditional 
idea of critique.”6 The role of the university in this instance, and particularly 



Chapter 13



the humanities, should be to create a culture of questioning and resistance 
aimed at those ideologies, institutions, social practices, and “powers that limit 
democracy to come.”7 Derrida’s views on higher education and democracy 
raise important questions about not only the purpose of higher education 
but also what it means for academics to address what the sociologist Zygmunt 
Bauman calls “taking responsibility for our responsibility.”8

Part of the struggle for viewing the university as a democratic public sphere 
and a site of struggle against the growing forces of militarism, corporatism, 
neo conservatism, and the religious fundamentalism of the Christian right 
demands a new understanding of what it means to be a public intellectual 
which, in turn, suggests a new language for politics itself. Central to such a 
challenge is the necessity to define intellectual practice in moral and ethical 
terms that encourage academics to speak with conviction, enter the public 
sphere in order to take responsibility for and address important social, po-
litical and economic issues, and construct alternative models for bridging 
the gap between higher education and the broader society. This is a notion 
of intellectual practice that refuses both the instrumentality and privileged 
isolation of the academy, while affirming a broader vision of learning that 
links knowledge to the power of self-definition. This type of intellectual 
practice also conceives of the roles of administrators, academics, and stu-
dents in terms of their abilities to expand the scope of democratic freedoms, 
particularly as they address the crisis of the social as part and parcel of the 
crisis of democracy itself.

Crisis and criticism are two concepts that are pivotal to defining both the 
nature of domination and the forms of opposition that often emerge in re-
sponse to it. Within the last decade, the urgency associated with the notion 
of crisis and its implied call to connect matters of knowledge and scholarship 
to the worldly space of politics has largely given way to a concept of criti-
cism among many academics, which implies a narrowing of the definition 
of politics and an inattentiveness to the public spaces of struggle, politics, 
and power. As Sheldon Wolin points out, crisis invokes a particular notion 
of worldliness in which politics embodies a connection between theory and 
public life.9 In contrast, criticism signifies a more disembodied, less tactical 
version of politics. Such a politics downplays or disregards worldliness and is 
generally more contemplative, spectatorial, and in “search of distance rather 
than intervention driven by urgency.”10

Those in the academy who support the professional act of criticism often 
argue that the close reading of texts has important educational value, espe-
cially for students learning how to read critically.11 Of course, Wolin’s notion 
of criticism as “unworldly” neither denies the pedagogical value of a critical 
attentiveness to texts nor provides any support for a fashionable anti-intel-
lectualism among some die-hard activists. Wolin argues, instead, against the 
insularity of such a pedagogical task, one that has a tendency to ignore ques-
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tions of intervention and degenerate into scholasticism, formalism, or career 
opportunism. We can get a glimpse of how this discourse plays out politically 
in a recent New York Times op ed article in which Stanley Fish urged academics 
“to just do their jobs, to keep their intellectual work within the ivory tower, 
and to avoid crossing,” as he put it, “the boundary between academic work 
and partisan advocacy” so that outsiders would be less tempted to interfere. 
Oddly reversing one of Marx’s most important ideas, Fish argues, “Our job 
is not to change the world, but to interpret it.”12 This is also a far cry from 
John Dewey’s call to link education to the creation of an articulate public. 
In opposition to Fish’s retreat from understanding education as a moral 
and political practice, rather than a merely contemplative one, a politics of 
crisis often links knowledge and learning to the performative and worldly 
space of action and engagement, energizing people to not only think criti-
cally about the world around them but to also use their capacities as social 
agents to intervene in the larger social order and confront the myriad forms 
of symbolic, institutional, and material relations of power that shape their 
lives. In my view, it is precisely this connection between pedagogy and agency, 
knowledge and power, thought and action that must be mobilized in order 
to confront the current crisis of authoritarianism looming so large in the 
United States today.

In taking up this crisis, I want to examine Edward Said’s notion of worldli-
ness and analyze its implication for both the nature of what it means to be 
a public intellectual and what it would mean to make the pedagogical more 
political. Edward Said is particularly relevant here because his work embodied 
both a particular kind of politics and a specific notion of how intellectuals 
should engage public life.

Few intellectuals have done more within the last four decades to offer 
a politics of worldliness designed to confront the crisis of democracy un-
der the reign of neoliberalism and the emerging authoritarianism in the 
United States and other nations throughout the world than Edward Said, 
one of the most widely known, influential, and controversial public intel-
lectuals of the latter part of the twentieth century. While known primarily 
as a critic of Western imperialism and a fierce advocate for the liberation 
of the Palestinian people, he is also widely recognized for his important 
contributions as a scholar whose work has had an enormous impact on a 
variety of individuals, groups, and social movements. His importance as a 
cultural theorist and engaged intellectual is evident in his pathbreaking 
work on culture, power, history, literary theory, and imperialism. Not only 
is Said allegedly responsible for the founding of such academic genres as 
postcolonial studies and colonial discourse analysis, his work has also had 
an enormous influence on a wide range of other disciplines as well as on an 
array of academics and cultural workers, including visual artists, museum 
curators, filmmakers, anthropologists, and historians. He is one of the few 
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academics whose voice and work addressed with equal ease a variety of 
specialized and general audiences within a global public sphere. While he 
was always clear, he was never simplistic, and he managed throughout the 
course of his forty-year career to provide theoretical discourses and critical 
vocabularies that enabled a range of academics and activists within a variety 
of disciplines and public spaces not only to speak truth to power and write 
against the historical narratives fashioned by ruling classes and groups, but 
also to reclaim a politics in which matters of power, agency, resistance, and 
collective struggle became paramount.

A controversial and courageous public intellectual, Said provided an 
important model for what it meant to combine scholarship and commit-
ment. And in doing so, he did not shy away from the difficult theoretical and 
political task of trying to understand how the current elements of authori-
tarianism in changing historical contexts could be addressed and resisted. 
Said recognized that the newer models of authoritarianism, with their drive 
towards absolute power and the relentless repression of dissent, were taking 
different forms from those twentieth century regimes of terror that marked 
the former Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, and fascist Italy. Protofascism in 
the new millennium was now emerging under the banner of free-market 
fundamentalism, a reckless unilateralism in foreign affairs, an embrace of 
right-wing Christian evangelicism, a neoliberal assault on the welfare state, 
and the corporate control of a mass media reduced largely to a benign, if 
not sometimes cranky, adjunct of corporate and government interests. The 
war on terrorism, Said rightly recognized, had become a rationale for a war 
on democracy, unleashing both material and symbolic violence at home and 
abroad on any movement fighting for the right to justice, liberty, and equality, 
and especially for the rights of the Palestinians to an independent state.

Attentive to how the university and other dominant sites of power con-
structed historical narratives, Said urged generations of students to take 
seriously the narrativizing of political culture as a central feature of modern 
politics. His now legendary works Orientalism (1978) and Culture and Impe-
rialism (1993) probed deeply into questions concerning who controls the 
economic, political, and pedagogical conditions for telling historical narra-
tives, which agents produce such stories, how such stories become part of 
the fabric of commonsense, and what it might mean for scholars/activists to 
seriously engage the recognition that struggles over culture are also struggles 
over meaning, identity, power, inclusion, and the future.13 Of course, such 
interventions reap no rewards from established powers and his own work was 
constantly policed and dismissed as either anti-American or anti-Semitic.

One example of such a hostile dismissal can be found in how one of 
the most powerful newspapers in the world, the New York Times, framed his 
obituary in 2003. Richard Bernstein, the author and a noted conservative, 
constantly invoked Said’s critics who claimed that his work was “drenched in 
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jargon,” “ignored vast bodies of scholarship,” and that his critiques of Israel 
were tantamount to “supporting terrorism.”14 Bernstein even went so far as 
to bring up a story that appeared in 2000 about a photograph that pictured 
Said at the Lebanese border about to throw a rock allegedly at an Israeli 
guardhouse. What makes Bernstein’s commentary all the more shocking is 
when it is juxtaposed with Alan Riding’s obituary in the New York Times of 
Leni Reifenstahl, the filmmaker for the Third Reich, who had died a few 
weeks before Said. Considered one of Hitler’s most brilliant propagandists, 
Reifenstahl was treated to a memorial in the New York Times that is far more 
generous and forgiving than the one accorded later to Said.15 This display 
of crassly distorted reporting may say less about Bernstein’s own ideological 
prejudices than about the mainstream media’s general propensity to be more 
supportive and comfortable with authoritarian ideologies than with those 
intellectuals who critique and resist what they perceive as both the escalation 
of human suffering and the increasing slide of the United States into a new 
and dangerous form of authoritarianism.16

While it is a daunting task to try to assess the contributions of Edward 
Said’s overall work in these dire times in order to resist the increasing move 
towards what I have called elsewhere a new authoritarianism in the U.S., I 
think it might be useful to commence such a project by providing a critical 
commentary on the relevance of Said’s notion of wakefulness, and how it 
both shapes his important consideration of academics as oppositional public 
intellectuals and his related emphasis on cultural pedagogy and cultural 
politics. I want to begin with a passage that I think offers a key to the ethical 
and political force of much of his writing. This selection is taken from his 
1999 memoir, Out of Place, which describes the last few months of his mother’s 
life in a New York hospital and the difficult time she had falling to sleep be-
cause of the cancer that was ravaging her body. Recalling this traumatic and 
pivotal life experience, Said’s meditation moves between the existential and 
the insurgent, between private suffering and worldly commitment, between 
the seductions of a “solid self” and the reality of a contradictory, questioning, 
restless, and at times, uneasy sense of identity. He writes:

“Help me to sleep, Edward,” she once said to me with a piteous trembling in her 
voice that I can still hear as I write. But then the disease spread into her brain— and 
for the last six weeks she slept all the time—my own inability to sleep may be her 
last legacy to me, a counter to her struggle for sleep. For me sleep is something 
to be gotten over as quickly as possible. I can only go to bed very late, but I am 
literally up at dawn. Like her I don’t possess the secret of long sleep, though unlike 
her I have reached the point where I do not want it. For me, sleep is death, as is 
any diminishment in awareness. . . . Sleeplessness for me is a cherished state to be 
desired at almost any cost; there is nothing for me as invigorating as immediately 
shedding the shadowy half-consciousness of a night’s loss, than the early morning, 
reacquainting myself with or resuming what I might have lost completely a few 
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hours earlier. I occasionally experience myself as a cluster of flowing currents. I 
prefer this to the idea of a solid self, the identity to which so many attach so much 
significance. These currents like the themes of one’s life, flow along during the 
waking hours, and at their best, they require no reconciling, no harmonizing. 
They are “off” and may be out of place, but at least they are always in motion, in 
time, in place, in the form of all kinds of strange combinations moving about, 
not necessarily forward, sometimes against each other, contrapuntally yet without 
one central theme. A form of freedom, I like to think, even if I am far from being 
totally convinced that it is. That skepticism too is one of the themes I particularly 
want to hold on to. With so many dissonances in my life I have learned actually 
to prefer being not quite right and out of place.17

It is this sense of being awake, displaced, caught in a combination of diverse 
circumstances that suggest a particular notion of worldliness—a critical and 
engaged interaction with the world we live in mediated by a responsibility 
for challenging structures of domination and for alleviating human suffer-
ing. As an ethical and political stance, worldliness rejects modes of educa-
tion removed from political or social concerns, divorced from history and 
matters of injury and injustice. In commenting on his own investment in 
worldliness, Said writes: “I guess what moves me mostly is anger at injustice, 
an intolerance of oppression, and some fairly unoriginal ideas about freedom 
and knowledge.”18 For Said, being awake becomes a central metaphor for 
defining the role of academics as oppositional public intellectuals, defend-
ing the university as a crucial public sphere, engaging how culture deploys 
power, and taking seriously the idea of human interdependence while at 
the same time always living on the border—one foot in and one foot out, 
an exile and an insider for whom home was always a form of homelessness. 
As a relentless border crosser, Said embraced the idea of the “traveler” as an 
important metaphor for engaged intellectuals. As Stephen Howe, referenc-
ing Said, points out, “It was an image which depended not on power, but on 
motion, on daring to go into different worlds, use different languages, and 
‘understand a multiplicity of disguises, masks, and rhetorics. Travelers must 
suspend the claim of customary routine in order to live in new rhythms and 
rituals . . . the traveler crosses over, traverses territory, and abandons fixed 
positions all the time.’”19 And as a border intellectual and traveler, Said em-
bodied the notion of always “being quite not right,” evident by his principled 
critique of all forms of certainties and dogmas and his refusal to be silent in 
the face of human suffering at home and abroad.

Being awake meant accepting the demands of worldliness, which implied 
giving voice to complex and controversial ideas in the public sphere, recog-
nizing human injury beyond the privileged space of the academy, and using 
theory as a form of criticism to redress injustice.20 Worldliness required not 
being afraid of controversy, making connections that are otherwise hidden, 
deflating the claims of triumphalism, bridging intellectual work and the 
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operation of politics. Worldliness meant refusing the now popular sport of 
academic bashing or embracing a crude call for action at the expense of 
rigorous intellectual and theoretical work. On the contrary, it meant com-
bining rigor and clarity, on the one hand, and civic courage and political 
commitment, on the other. Worldliness as a pedagogical construct meant 
using theory as a resource, recognizing the worldly space of criticism as the 
democratic underpinning of publicness, defining critical literacy not merely 
as a competency, but as an act of interpretation linked to the possibility of 
intervention in the world. Worldliness pointed to a kind of border literacy in 
the plural in which people learned to read and write from multiple positions 
of agency; it also was indebted to the recognition forcibly stated by Hannah 
Arendt that “Without a politically guaranteed public realm, freedom lacks 
the worldly space to make its appearance.”21

From the time of his own political awakening after the 1967 Arab-Israeli 
war, Said increasingly became a border crosser, moving between his Arab past 
and his New York present, mediating his fierce defense of Palestinian rights 
and the demands of a university position that gave him the freedom to write 
and teach but at the same time used its institutional power to depoliticize 
the politics of knowledge or, to use Said’s terms, “impose silence and the 
normalized quiet of unseen power.”22

A number of us writing in the fields of critical pedagogy and cultural stud-
ies in the 1970s and early 1980s who had been reared on the political courage 
and critical insights of Herbert Marcuse, Antonio Gramsci, Paulo Freire, 
and others were particularly taken with Said’s view of the engaged public 
intellectual, particularly his admonition to intellectuals to function within 
institutions, in part, as exiles, “whose place it is publicly to raise embarrassing 
questions, to confront orthodoxy and dogma (rather than to produce them), 
to refuse to be easily co-opted by governments or corporations.”23 This politi-
cally charged notion of the oppositional intellectual as homeless—in exile, 
and living on the border, occupying an unsutured, shifting, and fractured 
social space in which critique, difference, and a utopian potentiality can 
endure—provided the conceptual framework for generations of educators 
fighting against the deadly instrumentalism and reactionary ideologies that 
shaped dominant educational models at the time and which still do at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century.24

Said provided many of us in the academy with a critical vocabulary for 
extending the meaning of politics and critical awareness. In part, he did this 
by illuminating the seductions of what he called the cult of professionalism 
with its specialized languages, its neutralizing of ideology and politics through 
a bogus claim to objectivism, and its sham elitism and expertise rooted in all 
the obvious gendered, racial, and class specific hierarchies. He was almost 
ruthless in his critique of a narrow ethic of professionalism with its “quasi 
religious quietism” and its self-inflicted amnesia about serious sociopolitical 
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issues.25 For Said, the cult of professionalism separated culture, language, and 
knowledge from power and in doing so avoided the vocabulary for under-
standing and questioning how dominant authority worked through and on 
institutions, social relations, and individuals. Rooted in narrow specialisms 
and thoroughly secure in their professed status as experts, many full-time 
academics retreated into narrow modes of scholarship that displayed little 
interest in how power was used in institutions and social life to include and 
exclude, provide the narratives of the past and present, and secure the au-
thority to define the future.26

Said was especially critical of those intellectuals who slipped into a kind 
of professional somnambulism in which matters of theory have less to do 
with a conscious challenge to politics, power, and injustice than with either 
a deadening scholasticism or a kind of arcane cleverness—a sort of narcotic 
performance in fashionable irony—that as he put it, neither threatens anyone 
nor opposes anything. He was extremely disheartened by the academic turn 
in literary theory and cultural studies towards a depoliticized postmodern-
ism in the 1980s, and he viewed such a turn as an unacceptable retreat from 
one of the primary obligations of politics and intellectuals: “to reduce the 
violence and hatred that have so often marked human social interaction.”27 
But he did more than supply a language of critique; he also illustrated what 
it meant to link text to context, knowledge to social change, culture to power, 
and commitment to courage. He gave us a language for politicizing culture, 
theorizing politics, thinking about what it meant to lead a “nonfascist” life, 
and recognizing what it meant to make the pedagogical more political. Not 
only did his pioneering work give us a deeper understanding of how power 
is deployed through culture, but he laid the foundation for making culture 
a central notion of politics and politics a crucial feature of pedagogy, thus 
providing an invaluable connection between pedagogy and cultural politics. 
More specifically, Said made it clear that pedagogy resided not merely in 
schools but in the force of the wider culture and in doing so he not only 
expanded the sites of pedagogy but the possible terrains of struggle within 
a vast number of public spheres.

Refusing to separate learning from social change, he constantly insisted 
that we fail theory when we do not firmly grasp what we mean by the political, 
and that theorizing a politics of and for the twenty-first century was one of 
the most challenging issues facing the academy. He urged us to enter into a 
dialogue with colleagues and students about politics and the knowledge we 
seek to produce together, and to connect such knowledge to broader public 
spheres and issues. He argued that the role of engaged intellectuals was not 
to consolidate authority but to understand, interpret, and question it.28 Ac-
cording to Said, social criticism had to be coupled with a vibrant self-criticism, 
the rejection “of the seductive persuasions of certainty,” and the willingness to 
take up critical positions without becoming dogmatic or intractable.29 While 
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he recognized the importance of identity politics, he was equally concerned 
with how to connect particularized notions of justice with more generalized 
notions of freedom. What is particularly important about Said’s work is his 
recognition that intellectuals have a special responsibility to promote a state 
of wakefulness by moving beyond the language of pointless denunciations. As 
such, he refused to view the oppressed as doomed actors or power as simply 
a crushing form of oppression. For Said, individuals and collectivities had 
to be regarded as potential agents and not simply as victims or ineffectual 
dreamers. It is this legacy of critique and possibility, of resistance and agency 
that infuses his work with concrete hope, and offers a wealth of resources to 
people in and out of the academy who struggle on multiple fronts against 
the rising forces of authoritarianism both at home and abroad.

At a time when domination comes not only from the New Right and 
neoliberals, but also from the religious right, Said’s emphasis on secular-
ism—“the observation that human beings make their own history”—not only 
reminds us of the need to fight against all those forces that relegate reason 
to the dustbin of history, but also to recognize the multiple sites in which a 
mindless appeal to scripture, divine authority, and other extrasocial forms of 
dogmatism undermines the possibility of human agency.30 For Said, new sites 
of pedagogy had to be developed and old ones used to educate existing and 
future generations to the value of critical thought and social engagement. 
Said believed that discourses of critique and crisis were always intertwined 
with public life and that rather than lift the activity of the contemporary 
critic out of the world it firmly placed him or her in the material and politi-
cal concerns of the global public sphere, one that could never be removed 
from the considerations of history, power, politics, and justice. And it is this 
linking of a healthy skepticism for what authorities say and Said’s insistence 
on the need for human beings to make their own history that gives his notion 
of secular criticism such force. Of course, Said was against all fundamental-
isms, religious and political, and he believed that secular criticism should 
always come before solidarity. Priestly fundamentalists occupy churches, 
mosques, synagogues, and the university and their quasireligious quiet-
ism—with its appeal to either extra social forces (such as the hidden hand 
of history or the market) or to complex, theoretical discourses that drown 
out the worldliness of the text, language, and public life—must be rejected 
at all costs. Both Said’s view of the public intellectual and secular criticism 
informed each other and is clear in his claim that “even in the very midst 
of a battle in which one is unmistakably on one side against another, there 
should be criticism, because there must be critical consciousness if there are 
to be issues, problems, values, even lives to be fought for.”31

Near the end of his life, Said argued that the United States government 
was in the hands of a cabal, a junta “dominated by a group of military-minded 
neoconservatives” who pose a grave threat to world peace and global de-
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mocracy.32 Seymour Hersh, the Pulitzer prize–winning journalist, recently 
repeated this criticism when he claimed that the United States “has been 
taken over by a cult of eight or nine neo conservatives who have somehow 
grabbed the government.”33 For Said, the battle over democracy was in part a 
struggle over the very status of politics as a critical engagement, agency as an 
act of intervention geared at shaping public life, and resistance as the ability 
to think critically and act with civic courage. He believed that every vestige 
of culture as a site of political struggle and civic courage was being effaced 
from the American landscape. He argued that such acts of symbolic violence 
could be seen in Laura Bush’s attempt to organize a national conference of 
poets in ways that gave art “a decorative rather than engaged status;” it was 
also obvious in former Attorney General John Ashcroft’s ordering that the 
“Spirit of Justice” statue be covered up so as to hide the view of her naked 
breasts, or the United Nations’ willingness to cover up a reproduction of 
Picasso’s famous antiwar painting Guernica during former Secretary of De-
fense Colin Powell’s visit to the Security Council.34 Said believed such acts 
of censorship provided further evidence of the fact that Americans live in a 
culture increasingly ruled by fear and repression, a society that has stopped 
questioning itself, a culture where the gap between the rich and the poor has 
become obscene, and where the stranglehold of the far right on government 
does not bode well for the environment, youth, labor, people of color, gays, 
or the reproductive rights of women.

So much of what Said wrote and did with his life offers both a model and 
inspiration for what it means to take back politics, social agency, collective 
struggle, and the ability to define the future. Said recognized with great 
insight that academics, students, and other cultural workers had important 
roles to play in arousing and educating the public to think and act as active 
citizens in an inclusive democratic society. Most importantly, he called upon 
such groups to put aside their petty squabbling over identities and differences 
and to join together collectively in order to become part of what he called 
a “rendezvous of victory,” a fully awakened, worldly coalition that directs its 
energies to opposing those forces at home and abroad that are pushing us 
into the age of totalitarianism lite, without anyone complaining or, for that 
matter, even noticing.35

There is considerable cynicism among social theorists about the death of 
politics, and thus, the prospects for a more equitable and just social order 
in which the most important social and political problems are not reduced 
to matters of efficiency or profit. I would hope that, of all groups, educators 
and students would be the most vocal and militant in challenging this as-
sumption by making it clear that at the heart of any form of critical educa-
tion is the assumption that learning should be used to address major social 
issues, fully engage matters of power and inequality in all aspects of daily life, 
and foster in every way possible the imperatives of economic, cultural, and 
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social justice. Public and higher education may be one of the few spheres 
left for adults to provide the conditions for young people to become not 
only critically engaged social agents, but also symbols of a future in which 
democracy creates the conditions for each generation of youth to struggle 
anew to sustain the promise of a democracy that has no endpoint but must 
be continuously expanded into a world of new possibilities and opportuni-
ties for keeping justice and hope alive and, to echo a current slogan of the 
global justice movement, to imagine that a new world is possible.
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