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Preface to the 4th Edition

I need to begin this Preface to the 40th Anniversary 4th edition of Ideology
and Curriculum in a particular way. I want to express gratitude to my readers.
Only rarely does an author write a book whose importance spans multiple
generations. The fact that this is so says something of considerable signiﬁcance not just about the book and the author. It says even more about
the ethical commitments of large numbers of critically democratic educators
and activists as they continue the struggle to understand and interrupt
dominance in institutions of great importance to democracy. The multiple
editions of this book are a testament to these commitments.
This edition of Ideology and Curriculum is being written at a time of very
real political and ideological crisis both here in the United States and elsewhere, one that both extends and then goes far beyond what I describe in
the Preface to the 3rd edition also included here. Our current president has
shattered the borders of the sayable. He and his followers have engaged in
an epistemological war on the truth and on facts. Lies are simply “alternative
facts.” But let me also immediately state that the problem goes much deeper
than Donald Trump. It predates him and will have lasting consequences
well beyond his time in oﬃce. He is as much the product of this crisis as
its cause.
The organized Right has been more than a little creative in drawing on
the discontent, resentment, and the economic and cultural worries of
people and bringing them under the ideological leadership of what are often
well-funded conservative groups.1 Such groups are very creative in their use
of democratic and anti-elitist rhetoric that may seem populist, but they are
guided by an agenda whose eﬀects will certainly not spread social and
economic beneﬁts widely.
Behind this is skillful and creative media use and a conservative form of
“social pedagogy” being employed to bring disparate populations together
under the leadership of neoliberal and conservative forces. But the results
are now ever more clear in political rhetoric and political policies. What was
unsayable is now sayable and what was undoable is now doable. Of course,
the lived realities of many people were all too often bad before, especially
for those who were seen by dominant groups as “society’s others.” But
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there seems to be no rhetorical pretense of ethical fairness now. The language of “makers” and “takers” is seen not as an aberration, but as a supposedly legitimate description of the realities of an unequal society in which
too many people are trying to “get something for nothing.” (Having grown
up poor myself, I can assure those people making such statements that there
is very little evidence to support such a claim among the vast majority of
poor and working class people in this nation and others.)2
As if this wasn’t enough, there are even more claims that are being made
by the Right. The struggles for more democratically arrived at policies that
attempt to equalize opportunity and outcomes are increasingly seen as evidence of the “predatory” behavior of government and the “people.” Such
predatory behavior can’t be tolerated since it is “unfair” to those with
money and power.3 The “Gilded Age” has returned unapologetically.
But this account doesn’t tell the whole story. Even with the power of
rightist ways of understanding the world and what is supposedly necessary
to ﬁx what’s wrong, people are not puppets. They do not blindly follow
the ideological forms of dominant groups. This is evident in movements
such as Black Lives Matter, Moral Monday, #MeToo, Indivisible, resurgent
union activism among service workers, pro-immigrant mobilizations, and so
many more grassroots movements. It is also very evident in teacher union
strikes and protests in a number of states. These combine pro-labor issues
with demands for more adequate and responsive educational funding. Here,
“austerity” is rightly seen as large-scale sacriﬁces for the poor and working
class, for state employees, and the public sector, in exchange for largesse for
the private and especially the corporate sector. Protests against these policies
are expanding and give us reasons for hope. I shall have more to say about
such “bottom-up” movements later on in this Preface.
As one would expect, the Right has not stood idly by while these
movements have been growing. Take the anti-union organizations and
their well-funded but not widely publicized campaign to have union
members “opt-out” of paying dues and quit their union membership.4 As
Ed Pinkerton has documented, this “anti-union marketing drive is the
brainchild of the State Policy Network (SPN), a coast-to-coast alliance of
66 rightwing thinktanks that has an $80 million war chest to promote…
regressive policies.” Not surprisingly, among its major funders are such
wealthy conservative donors as the Koch brothers and the Walton Family
Foundation.5
As part of its “toolkit” for “defunding and defanging” public sector
unions, the SPN blueprint goes so far as to “acquire the private details of
union members through state freedom of information laws so that opt-out
propaganda can be targeted directly at them.”6 This well-funded anti-union
movement has received massive assistance by the US Supreme Court’s
recent Janus v. AFSCME decision. It gives public service employees the
right to stop paying any dues or fees to unions while still receiving unionnegotiated beneﬁts.
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This example is one of many that might be given. Indeed as I and my coauthors demonstrate in our recent book, The Struggle for Democracy in Education,
it is clear that the Right has a long term project at multiple levels and multiple
arenas, and both the money and skills to carry it out.7
All of this is painful to recount. Many of the conditions I discuss in the
Prefaces to the 2nd and 3rd editions that I also include here are not only still
present, but they do seem to have gotten worse in many instances. This is
painful in two other ways as well. First, it makes the arguments in this book
just as relevant—and perhaps more so—today as they were when they originally appeared. Education at all levels, including increasingly higher education, is seen by dominant groups as merely preparation for the paid (and
unpaid) labor market and as sites of proﬁt. Any curriculum and teaching
practices that are not overtly connected to that goal and to the dispositions
and values that support it are seen as ineﬃcient and a waste of “taxpayer
money.” In the process, through the use of this very language the ideological moment becomes clear. The word taxpayer is seen as the full replacement for the word citizen. Only those who can aﬀord to pay taxes are truly
“worthy.” The poor and those doing so much of the seen and unseen labor
in this society are somehow not “fully American” whose full participation,
values, and hopes are to be taken seriously—or they are rendered invisible.
The fact that the political pronouncements of many conservative politicians
almost always add the words “hard-working” to preface the word taxpayer
documents the ideological assumptions that underpin their positions. The
many millions of low paid people who actually do so much of the hard
work in this society—many of whom are immigrants—and on which the
more aﬄuent population’s life style depends are thereby linguistically erased.
That racial politics plays a profound role in these dynamics has to be said.
Again, I will say more about the place of racial dynamics in the next section
of this Preface. But all of this makes even clearer the fact that discursive
politics are real politics with real consequences.
But, there is a cultural politics of race at work here in a diﬀerent way.
This concerns the choice of what counts as “legitimate” or “oﬃcial”
knowledge. This too has been a major emphasis of the attacks on our
understanding of society and our individual and collective places in it. One
current example stands out. The College Board administers the Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT) and Advanced Placement (AP) courses in secondary
schools in the US. Because of the problem of choosing content that represents depth not simply breadth, the College Board has decided to radically
alter the content it assesses for its world history course. Starting in 2019, it
will only assess content from the year 1450 through to the present, rather
than its prior much broader focus, starting in 10,000 BCE. This more
inclusive content enabled a much richer focus on non-Western history.
Indeed, only approximately 30 percent of the course focused on the West.
For the Board, the only way to deal with this is to have its content and
examination reduce its focus.8
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The response to this had been vocal. The African American critical
journalist Ram Miller summarizes much of the response in the following
questions. “So the College Board’s answer to the conundrum of how to
teach some kind or representative history of the ‘world,’ is to stop teaching
history outside of Western imperialism?” Raising the issue of the role of
counter-hegemonic curricula and teaching in creating aﬃrming identities for
minoritized populations, he goes on to ask “How can it be … that the College Board decided to withdraw identity-aﬃrming and culturally transparent
histories from the curriculum?”9
The above examples point to a debate over who is a “real person” and
whose voices are recognized as part of the “we” who make up the nation. It
is an interesting paradox that this is going on at the very same time that
many corporations that pay much less than their fair share of taxes, or even
ﬁnd ways of paying nothing, are given the status of personhood by the
Supreme Court of the United States. To be against these destructive policies
is somehow to be unpatriotic or anti-democratic. To speak out publicly
about what is actually being said in secret by many of the supporters of
these dominant policies is now to risk being labeled as something of a traitor. Yet, as I have argued in Oﬃcial Knowledge, when a nation and its leaders
no longer act in principled ways to expand the sphere of a truly thick
democratic polity, criticism is the ultimate act of patriotism. It says that this
is our country, not simply the country of the rich and the powerful.10
But recounting the current situation is painful in a second, very personal,
way. I am old enough to have lived through a period very much like this
before. The return of bellicose claims and ideologically driven right wing
policies that are deeply hurtful to millions of people both here in the
United States and elsewhere is not only a case of historical amnesia,
although this too is bad enough. It is deeply disrespectful of the people
inside education and throughout the larger society who have labored so
long to keep the river of robust democracy ﬂowing.11 Indeed, even with the
historical connections among formal schooling, industrial agendas, nativist antiimmigrant movements, and at times racializing logics, it would be impossible to
understand the full history of education without also connecting it to the
insistent struggles to create a more just and critically democratic society.12 It
would not be possible to understand the history of education without also
connecting it to the insistent concern with those parts of education that block
such critically democratic possibilities. We all stand on the shoulders of the
women and men—and of those who do not ﬁt this binary—who both in the
past and now act to remove those blockages.13 Such blockages have been and
are the primary foci of the multiple editions of this book.

The Personal and the Political
I mentioned above that I have lived through periods distressingly similar to
what we are experiencing today. These periods and their ideological
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underpinnings have not only formed me, but have transformed me and
many other people as well. These personal experiences have also been
important to the critical understandings that serve as the foundation for this
book and for the other volumes that came after it. As Stuart Hall reminds
us, “The transformations of self-identity are not just a personal matter.
Historical shifts out there provide the social conditions of existence of personal and psychic change in here.”14 This is certainly the case with me. I
point to this in the Prefaces of the previous editions of this book, but I also
say more about it here. As the additional interview that constitutes Chapter
11 in this new edition indicates, I am a child of a deeply political working
class family (a “red diaper baby”) growing up in a very poor mixed African
American and immigrant community in a deindustrializing city in a time of
one of the “red scares” in the United States. I was thus formed politically
through my own and my family’s deep involvement in labor politics and in
the struggles over racial justice.
Having come from such a political environment, at a very early age I had
already become more than a little familiar with the robust arguments about
the exploitative nature of our economic relations, about the ways in which
labor was (mis)treated, about racism and its tragic eﬀects, and about what
needed to be done to transform this society. But having come from a family
of printers—and having worked as a printer myself—it also became
increasingly clear to me that large-scale social and economic transformations
had preconditions. Critical forms of consciousness and their attendant skills
of critical literacy—always a key concern among politically active printers—
had to be struggled for. A fundamental question kept coming up. How does
the struggle over critical consciousness and social understanding connect
with subordination and lasting social change?
Whether I knew or not, my nascent intuitions of this were leading me
toward an understanding of the importance of a theory of hegemony, of the
ways in which powerful groups convince people to accept dominant
understandings of the world. Although I had not yet read anything by
Antonio Gramsci or Raymond Williams—two ﬁgures that play a key role
in this book—I already was being formed by the questions that they provided tools for us to form more powerful answers. In Stuart Hall’s words:15
In a practical sense, [I was] edging towards a theory of hegemony …
The ideas … were beginning to take shape, and to coalesce: the idea
that power is never exercised exclusively through political institutions
and the state; that the state is always also “educative”; the intricate
relation between domination and consent; and the fact that the
authority which enables power to accomplish some great historical task
is always constituted on many diﬀerent sites.
For me of course, this made sites such as schools of great signiﬁcance. When
I look back, I cannot remember a time when I didn’t want to be a teacher.
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Once again I discuss this in the new interview with me in Chapter 11. But
it is important to remember my grounding in teaching. The analyses in this
book did not begin with an interest in some grand theoretical agenda. They
were built upon a number of very concrete political/educational questions
that arose from both my political and cultural background and especially in
my experiences teaching in real schools in urban and rural areas. What history does schooling carry? What do schools do now? What don’t they do?
What can they do? As a teacher, what could I do?
My ﬁrst years of formal teaching were in the inner city schools in the
poorest neighborhoods of Paterson, New Jersey, the home of some of the
most radical labor mobilizations in the history of United States and one of
the most economically depressed cities in the nation. My ﬁnal two years of
teaching were as a 6th grade teacher in Pitman, a small very conservative
and deeply religious community in southern New Jersey.16 Both of these
sets of experiences helped form me in powerful ways.
These memories are not simply in the past. They are constantly being
brought to consciousness by the conditions of the present. The frustrations,
the accomplishments, the joys, the feelings of sorrow, the unavoidable
questions such as “Is this enough?”, “What could I have done better?”,
“Did I as their teacher make an impact on kids’ lives and on their ability to
change the conditions they face?”—all of these and so many more are still
with me and with so many committed educators across the globe.
Sometimes these questions are raised and even answered in unexpected
ways that remind me not only of why the issues that are central to this book
are important, but also keep alive my faith (and hope) that our emotional
and intellectual labor as educators can make a real diﬀerence. Perhaps a
personal account of a recent experience is helpful here.
Envision a crowded supermarket in a relatively small to medium size
town. As my wife Rima and I walked through the aisles of that local
supermarket recently on a month-long stay teaching at a university in
southern New Jersey, someone stopped us. Looking very surprised, she
asked “Are you Michael Apple?” I said yes and she hugged me. “It’s
amazing. I’m Janet ***** and I was in your 6th grade class in Pitman in
1966. It’s so great to see you! We all thought that it was a special year and
that you were a special teacher.” She then went on to recount the story of
our class project of putting on a musical play and how she still remembers
how doing that changed her. And changed me.
Putting on such a play was something we did every year. It was the high
point of collective work involving the entire class, the music teacher, and
myself. We chose the play, rewrote the script, selected the music, and
designed the costumes and the sets. Just as importantly, we employed it as a
centerpiece in a curriculum project that integrated social studies, literature,
music, and art together. It also provided a context for rich discussions of
what the original authors were satirizing, of the issues of authority, class,
gender, and race in that period and today, and how literature can use
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humor to speak back against dominant understandings. Just as signiﬁcantly,
it formed a lasting community within the classroom, one in which we
overcame the hierarchies and tensions in the town and interrupted the
competitive hidden curriculum that so dominates all too many school
experiences. It became a link as well between the school and the local
community as parents and other community members came to the school
to both help with many things that had to be done and then to ultimately
see the public performances.
Let me be honest. Some community members were not overjoyed with
what the class and I were doing, especially since I’d already had some runins with very conservative members of the community about racism. What
did the play and the integrated curriculum that was being built have to do
with the state tests? Was the content “appropriate” for 6th graders? Was it
too “liberal” about gender roles? (This was not surprising given the town’s
history as being founded as a conservative religious prayer meeting site and,
hence, of being extremely conservative about issues of gender and race.) But
in spite of that, even many of the conservative parents and community
members were pulled in by the excitement and commitment of the students
and by the sense of accomplishment that went with it.
And now, more than 50 years (!) after that experience of being in my 6th
grade class in that small town, here is Janet reminding me of how that year
was still remembered as “special.”
I mention all this not as a form of self-congratulations. Instead, it is to remind
myself and the reader of the lasting power of doing an education that is both
personally and collectively involving and that provides lasting memories in people’s lives. My commitment to this can best be understood if alongside your
reading of Ideology and Curriculum you would also take the time to read Democratic
Schools. 17 They constitute the two sides of me—the critical scholar/activist who
has spent decades trying to answer the questions about schooling and
society that I noted earlier and the committed teacher and teacher union
leader whose roots in the issues of practice are equally deep.
In understanding this, it may be useful to know just a bit more about
the reasons I was even there in that supermarket and met my former student, since that supermarket is 1000 miles away from where I now live in
Wisconsin. It was an “accident” guided by personal history and class trajectory. As I noted earlier, I worked as a printer for a number of years
while going to night school at what was then Paterson State Teachers
College (now William Paterson University). Coming from a poor but
politically radical family, like many other people from poor and working
class backgrounds I could not go to college fulltime. My night school
experience was interrupted by the army which “trained” me to be both a
truck driver and a teacher. (Don’t ask how these things were sutured
together in the army’s mind.)
After returning from the army, while still without a degree and going to
night school again, I was hired as a full-time “substitute” teacher on an
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emergency license by the Paterson schools and taught everything from
kindergarten and many other grade levels in the elementary and secondary
schools to trigonometry at a vocational high school. I was then oﬀered a
position teaching 6th grade in Pitman and transferred to what was then
Glassboro State College to complete my degree at night while teaching in
Pitman. I completed my degree there in 1967, a year after I had already
started my graduate work at Teachers College, Columbia University. (Yes,
there are ways of ﬁnding “interesting” paths around bureaucracies.)
I mention all this because what was then a small teachers college—
Glassboro—is now Rowan University, with large engineering and medical
schools and a College of Education that is deservedly gaining a ﬁne reputation for its commitment to social justice. Over the years, Rowan has given
me a number of awards. But its biggest gift to me came many years earlier.
It was its faith in teachers and in the importance of providing a space for
people with my politics and history of educational and social activism to be
treated with respect, even when it didn’t always agree with those politics
and even when someone like myself was only there at night while teaching
in Pitman during the day.
Thus, I owe a debt to “Glassboro State.” And my way of paying back the
debt has been to return to what is now Rowan for a period of time each
year as a Distinguished Professor in the College of Education that helped
form me.
How does this all connect? Pitman, New Jersey is next door to Glassboro. That supermarket is about a mile from the school where I taught that
6th grade class 52 years ago. What started out as a “red diaper baby’s”
understanding of the relations surrounding him and his family and neighborhood, spread to a Paterson and Pitman teacher and union activist’s concern with making a diﬀerence in students’ lives and in raising questions
about whose knowledge is and is not taught and how to democratize
classrooms. And this was turned into a lifelong quest to build and use the
tools of critical theories to answer these questions. And here I am, speaking
with Janet right where I started. The circle is completed. This book is one
of the results of this quest.
I have related this story of Michael and Janet not merely because it
may be interesting to know something about my history, although such
knowledge will be considerably more visible in Chapter 11. Rather, the
story is there to remind both the reader and me that even some complex
arguments about the nature of the relationship between education and
power very often have—indeed should have—their genesis in identiﬁable human experiences and memories. Ideology and Curriculum seeks to
restore these memories and to engage in the battle against historical
amnesia. And it aims to bring to bear powerful critical resources to
reread what schools often do and what they are again being forced to do
in a time when facts are debased and educators and public schooling are
disrespected.
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On the Politics of Interruption
Most of the analysis of Ideology and Curriculum in all of its editions devotes its
attention to ideological reproduction. Thus, it is important that once again
in the Preface to this new 4th edition I say more not only about the relations of reproduction but about the politics of interruption. This is a truly
complex set of issues, but I will focus on one of the agendas and strategies
that are crucial to resisting dominant policies and practices and to building
more critically democratic alternatives that stand the test of time.
One of the things I’ve noted in much more detail both throughout
Ideology and Curriculum and in many of the books that followed it is that
dominant groups in society understand very well that organized actions at
the local level are crucial. For example, as we show in The Struggle for
Democracy in Education: Lessons from Social Reality,18 political action groups
often sponsored by the Koch brothers, the American Legislative Exchange
Council, Americans for Prosperity, and similar groups are increasingly
focused not only on national and state arenas, but also are playing a much
larger and more inﬂuential role at the local level. Thus, they clearly understand the argument made by the inﬂuential political theorist and activist
Antonio Gramsci that in seeking to exert leadership in society, everything
counts.19 This involves struggling not only in the economy, but in political
and cultural institutions as well. And this involves exerting one’s inﬂuence at
every level.
In recognition of this, as I have pointed out in the Prefaces to the 2nd
and 3rd editions of this book, I personally have devoted much of my time
over the past three decades to understanding why and how what I call
“conservative modernization”20—the coalition of neoliberals, neoconservatives, authoritarian populist religious conservatives, and new managerialism—has become so inﬂuential in education. I’ve also critically examined
how they might be interrupted. Yet, interruption can be simply a slogan
unless we are clear that lasting transformations in education are not only the
results of the actions of educators. They are often primarily the results of
social mobilizations and alliances in the larger society. Of course, educators
participate in these larger movements in a variety of ways, so their actions
are certainly not inconsequential. However, truly substantive progressive
transformations that stand the test of time require organized pressure from
below, especially from groups who demand that our institutions act in more
responsive ways around what Nancy Fraser calls the politics of redistribution, recognition, and representation.21 Thus, grassroots mobilizations often
play signiﬁcant roles in creating and defending transformative possibilities.
And the actors who constitute such grassroots mobilizations can be and are
varied, as are and can be the issues on which they act. This set of arguments
is crucial as a balance to what you will read in Ideology and Curriculum. For
this very reason, I want to spend some time on a number of the arguments
that have been developed elsewhere, so that what is found in this book can
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be connected to the next steps of critical analysis—not only analyzing the
political and ideological dangers in dominant policies and practices, but also
understanding and organizing actions from below to change what is now
dominant.
In their book The Fight for America’s Schools, Barbara Ferman and her
colleagues remind us to ask a series of questions that are important to our
understanding of grassroots activism.22
How do individuals become aware of issues? How do they interpret
these issues? What motivates them to take action? What are the conditions that enable individual action to turn into collective action? And
what are the conditions that help or hinder coalition building among
groups?
These questions may seem rather abstract. But their implications are serious
and can be seen in the next series of questions that Ferman raises. “How can
parents, communities, teachers, unions, and students eﬀectively mobilize to
provide a countervailing force in the education landscape? What do their
current eﬀorts look like and what can we learn from these eﬀorts?” 23
As Ferman and her colleagues recognize, challenging the dominant largely neoliberal reform agenda—as I think we must—requires these groups
to work together to build lasting collective strategies of interruption. Given
the mobilizations on which they focus, race should and does play a signiﬁcant role in their analysis. Indeed, it is almost impossible to fully understand the impulses and histories that stand behind most neoliberal “reform”
eﬀorts unless the complex politics of race and the nature of the “racial state”
are taken truly seriously.24
Thus, it should be no surprise that the politics of race rightly has a signiﬁcant presence in critical discussions of dominant “reforms” and of interruptive movements. As Ferman and Palazzolo state in their discussion of the
challenges of coalition building:25
The issue of race complicates nearly every facet of education politics.
Market-based reforms are playing out most heavily in urban areas
where the student body is disproportionately black and brown. Proponents of this agenda have masterfully appropriated the language of
the civil rights movement in promoting their agenda.
This statement contains a number of important insights. The recognition
that “race” is constitutive to any substantive understanding of educational
politics and to the dynamics that lay behind dominant reforms should not
have to be said; but unfortunately this is denied by too many people. In
addition, recognition of the role played by discursive politics opens a door to
understanding the way language is used to bring people under the leadership
of dominant groups.26
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While race is absolutely crucial, as the diversity of social movements
reminds us, class is also central, as is gender/sexuality and the politics of the
body, as well as issues surrounding “ability,” the environment, and the
intersections of these dynamics. As you will see, Ideology and Curriculum
focuses largely on class and race. But while of great signiﬁcance, this can
limit our analysis of crucial dynamics surrounding gender, something that is
of great signiﬁcance in education. In my own work, the absence of a substantive gender analysis is corrected in Teachers and Texts, which has gender
and power as one of its primary foci.27 But the fact that I need to constantly
learn how to be much more responsive to constitutive power dynamics
should always remind all of us that we must be open to both continuing
and newly emerging struggles over identity and representation.28
Among the key sets of actors in these struggles are teacher unions. As a
former president of a teacher union myself, I need to say something more
about the nature and politics of teacher unions. Many people rightly worry
that traditional unionism, drawn as it is from industrial and laborist roots, is
not able to deal adequately and responsively with the politics of race, with
community activism, and with issues of social justice that extend well
beyond the usual concerns of professionalism and the conditions of work.
The call for “social justice unionism” is wise and is something that is taken
very seriously in many cities in the United States, Canada, and many other
places.29 However, let us not forget that the issues surrounding teacher salaries, health care, autonomy, respect, and similar things have not disappeared. If anything, they have gotten even more serious, given the ﬁscal
crises faced by all too many states and school districts. These gains can be all
too easily washed away.
Thus, social justice unionism with its commitment to working collectively with communities on democratization, on interrupting racism and the
reproduction of race, class and gender hierarchies, on creating the conditions that challenge neoliberal policies and that make the school a center for
a truly egalitarian politics—all of this is absolutely necessary. But it must also
sit side by side with a defense of some of the most important gains that
“industrial unionism” has fought for as well. The teacher protests over pay
and school funding in many states in the United States, including a number
of conservative leaning states, are important examples of the need for such
action. This is and will be a tense situation. And it will undoubtedly require
that teacher unions are willing to compromise and to learn from, and many
times to accept leadership from, community-based mobilizations. There are
examples of such mutual alliances in Chicago and other cities in the United
States, as well as in places such as Porto Alegre in Brazil and elsewhere in
Latin America.30
Paying attention to these alliances is a crucial point. In a number of
recent books, I have argued that we need to focus more of our attention on
what I call “hybrid alliances.”31 These are tactical alliances that at times cross
ideological boundaries in order to act against policies and practices that are
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seen as unresponsive to the needs of diverse groups. Ferman and the other
contributors to The Fight for America’s Schools help us think about the possibilities associated with such “hybrid alliances.” They examine the conditions
that led to the formation of alliances that cut across social divisions and that
are characterized by cooperation among disparate groups in the service of a
larger set of mutual concerns. Their discussion of how particular cross-race,
cross-class, and cross-geographic alliances worked and the roles of varying
actors—and of the tensions and limits of them—are detailed and clear. In
addition to teachers, community groups, parents, and others whom we
usually see as organized activists in such movements, another group that
surfaces in important ways is students themselves. This mirrors the inﬂuential role that students can and have played, for instance, in Baltimore, in
Jeﬀerson County in Colorado, and elsewhere.32
Interestingly, while religion is less visible in the analysis oﬀered in
Ideology and Curriculum, religious groups also have played a signiﬁcant
role in progressive mobilizations. This serves as a corrective to the ways
in which religious groups are often portrayed in the media and in the
narratives of a large number of progressive critics and critical educators.
Conservative evangelicals are primarily focused upon in these narratives,
while much more socially and culturally critically oriented religious
groups are less often included except perhaps in passing. Yet while
conservative religious groups must be given a good deal of attention
(witness the current Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos’s own religious
history and aﬃliations and policy emphases), it would be a mistake to
only attend to them.
Of course, there is no doubt that many conservative religious groups play
a key role in the “hegemonic bloc” that supports much of the neoliberal
and neoconservative agenda. Indeed this is one of the reasons I have devoted a good deal of attention to them in a number of books that came after
Ideology and Curriculum. 33 However, in the United States and in many other
nations, religious support for critical democracy, for anti-racist and more
robust thick participatory forms of public institutions including schools,
and similar things have played key roles is building and defending more
progressive policies.34
Let us be honest that it is not always easy to predict what the outcome of
grassroots mobilizations will be, since we need to account for the diﬀering
political and economic dynamics of speciﬁc communities that determine the
limits and possibilities of such actions. This is an important point. As I and
my co-authors have documented elsewhere, even when communities,
issues, and struggles look very similar from the outside, these similarities can
be deceptive and don’t tell the whole story. The historical speciﬁcities of
class and racial politics, of who the actors are and are not, the tactics
employed, the media strategies used, and so much more—all of this can
make a signiﬁcant diﬀerence in the success or failure of a mobilization
against neoliberal policies.35
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There is also another problem if we focus only on short term victories.
One thing should be clear. In essence, the Right never sleeps. It learns
from its defeats and treats them as temporary setbacks in its larger
agenda—and then continues with its overall project of transforming educational, economic, political, and social policies.36 It has a vision and a set
of strategies that are long-term. Progressive alliances as well need to
remember this. Yes, they should celebrate victories. But not too long.
Such victories can be—and unfortunately sometimes are—temporary. We
need to pay much more attention to putting in place the conditions that
cement such gains in place.
While I need to stress this understanding of the necessity of long term
activism, the very nature of continued commitments and continuing actions
can generate dilemmas. One of these is whether individuals and groups can
sustain themselves over the long haul. Yet, while there seems to be an ever
present danger of “burn-out” among grassroots participants, at the same
time there is a recognition of the importance of mobilizing early on, of
building and maintaining personal connections, of building and maintaining
trusting relationships, and of having a serious social media strategy. None of
these guarantee success, but the absence of them makes a major diﬀerence
both in the short and long term.37
Susan De Jarnatt and Barbara Ferman point us to a number of speciﬁc
places from which we can learn—not only to Finland, but also to Ontario,
Shanghai, and Japan for elements of what they call “the equity reform
model.”38 There are parts of what has been instituted in such places with
which I certainly agree—although having spent a good deal of time in say
Shanghai and Japan, I am decidedly cautious about not accepting rhetoric
for reality.39 That said, once again I would prefer that we look in a much
more detailed way at what has been built in Porto Alegre in Brazil, where a
coalition of communities, activists, teacher unions, religious groups, and
progressive political parties have jointly created a model of critically democratic and community-based education that oﬀers important lessons for the
US as well.40
No matter where we choose to look, in trying to balance these arguments with those made in Ideology and Curriculum, I’d also like us to think
about whether the lessons about the nature of grassroots organizing found in
such places are generalizable. Ideological reproduction and the relations of
dominance and subordination that produce it in education and elsewhere
take diﬀerent forms in diﬀerent places. For instance, we’d have to ask
whether in those places that have strong states, would grassroots actions and
mobilizations work in the same way and have the same eﬀects?41 Would the
risks be signiﬁcantly more serious? Because of my belief in the importance
of movements from below not only nationally, but internationally as well—
and because of my involvement in a number of these movements—I think
that we need to ask questions of these sorts if we are to be serious about
counter-hegemonic actions and educational programs.
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For example, in Turkey currently large numbers of progressive educators,
academics, journalists, and community activists have been jailed, have been
removed from their positions, or are extremely careful not to say or do
anything that in any way could be interpreted as raising serious questions
about government policies. Oﬃcially sponsored conservative religious
ideological forms and policies, ones that may partly have grassroots support
in some sectors of society, intersect with increasingly strong state controls
over curricula, teaching, and educational policy in general. In Japan, side by
side with a number of neoliberal policies that mirror those in the United
States, the government is increasingly concerned to install much more
conservative ideological orientations, again with some support from various
factions from “below.” And in China, it is increasingly evident that neoliberal economic agendas sit side by side with strong nationalist impulses in
the curriculum and the control of what teachers might emphasize. What
counts as “grassroots” support and movements and what is permitted are
highly mediated by the centralized authorities.42
Furthermore, closer to home, in the US corporate and very conservative
religious groups have sought to use populist rhetoric and to win “popular”
support by extolling the weak state, while at the same time being deeply
involved in mandating strong control over the curriculum so that it purposely excludes anything that raises questions about their largely unquestioned
ideological or religious beliefs, thus reminding us once again of the importance of absent presences, of what is missing as well as what is there, in the
curriculum. This directly relates to the analyses in which I have engaged in
Ideology and Curriculum and in other books such as Oﬃcial Knowledge.
Brazil becomes a signiﬁcant example here. It would not be possible to
understand the successful transformations in schooling and community
activism there without placing the long history of progressive religious
movements at the center of a good deal of this process. Yet the fact that
“authoritarian populist” conservative religious movements have become
much more powerful both at the grassroots level and in politics there
demonstrates that the Right also understands how to engage with, and in,
grassroots organizing to change both schools and the larger society in
creative ways as well.43
There is a signiﬁcant lesson in this recognition. We should consistently
look for and support movements from below if we wish to challenge many
dominant policies with which we rightly disagree. Yet, “below” is not
guaranteed to be progressive. “Populist” mobilizations can also be racist,
anti-immigrant, homophobic, repressively nationalist, theocratic, and other
less than democratic tendencies. Thus, we should remember that the fact
that something is from below can at times be quite contradictory. There is
no guarantee that it will be progressive. This is especially important to realize now, given the power of Trumpism and the beliefs among groups of
white people (especially but not only white men), conservative religious
advocates, and others, that they are “the new oppressed.”44
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There is some powerful new material on the history of how populist
strategies are used and by whom to which the reader might turn to go much
further here.45 After reading Ideology and Curriculum, I would urge the
reader to turn to these as well. Reading these additional critical analyses
would remind us how closely connected the struggles over education are to
the larger rightist project of fundamentally transforming our society and all
its institutions. There are clear connections between the history of curriculum politics, policies, and practices that is documented here and the
histories of inﬂuential rightist policies and movements documented in
these other books. It would also allow us to ask whether the successful
progressive movements in education function as a doorway to engage in
larger progressive mobilizations for a more robust egalitarian set of policies
and practices beyond the sphere of education. That eﬀect would be just
as important.
There is so much more that I’d like to say here. But the points I’ve made
in this section of the Preface are not meant to be complete. Rather they are
intended to pose questions that arise when we take the ﬁnal message of all
of the editions of this book as seriously as it deserves. If we are to “go
beyond ideological reproduction,” what does that mean? What is required?
Who is the “we” who will do it? What role can education play in these
necessary transformations? I’ve tried to answer these questions in an entire
series of books that came after Ideology and Curriculum. But the questions
remain. And Ideology and Curriculum remains a key foundation for why these
questions must continue to be asked.

About This Edition of the Book
Books carry their history with them. This is especially true of Ideology and
Curriculum. This edition marks the 40th year since the publication of its
original edition. Each edition has added more material in response to
changing conditions and arguments. But the crucial questions about the
relationship between knowledge and power in education have remained at
the core.
Because of this history, I have not made major changes to the material of
the 3rd edition. I have chosen as well to keep the previous Prefaces to each
edition, since each of these carries important substantive reﬂections about a
changing reality and about the work that followed the material in Ideology
and Curriculum. However, this 4th edition has signiﬁcant additional material
as well. It contains the new Preface you are now reading and two new
chapters.
My interest in the personal is not limited to the brief comments earlier in
this Preface. As I have noted, a more detailed discussion forms the core of
Chapter 11. This chapter is an edited interview done with me by Michael
Peters. It required that I reﬂect even more on my personal political,
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educational, and interestingly, religious history. Michael also asked me to
say more both about some of my worries about a number of the more
reductive positions on schools that are taken by some leftist critics of
schooling and about my most recent thoughts about the nature and possibilities of public schooling in a time of conservative resurgence. In the
interview I argue against pessimism and cynicism and maintain that it is
even more crucial now to struggle over issues of education and about what
actually goes on in schools.
I have chosen to include an interview that is more personal and that deals
with some issues surrounding religion for a number of reasons. First, it
complements and extends the interview found in Chapter 10. And second,
because of my deep concerns about the ways in which ultra-conservative
forms of religion have become more powerful in many nations, I need to
weigh in on this. As some of you may know, such very conservative religious movements and ideologies have become one of the major foci of
some of my recent work. Dealing with these issues has paradoxically made
me have to come to terms with one of the hardest questions one can ask:
Who am I? I am in process about this, as many other people are as well. I
want to be very respectful of religious understandings and commitments,
especially since many of them have clear commitments to social justice. But
at the same time, I reject the imposition of the idea that United States is a
product of one religious tradition, in the same way that I reject the ultraconservative and repressive forms of Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism,
Buddhism, and others that dominate some countries.
The interview is risky. At times it is intensely personal. The inclusion of
some religious content and questions can get even more personal and runs
the risk of diverting attention from the overall arguments that are more
central to the issues raised by this book. But, I am often asked about my
background and about why some issues are particularly salient to my analysis. Chapter 11 helps answer some of these questions. Furthermore, given
my earlier discussion in this Preface of religious mobilizations and both
progressive and retrogressive movements that are associated with them, it
seems entirely appropriate to discuss my own positionality in relation to
these issues.
Chapter 12 is appropriately placed last. It is based on the keynote address
I gave at the symposium on “Michael Apple and the Struggle for Educational Justice: Critical Legacies and Radical Reinventions,” an event organized to publicly celebrate and reﬂect on my nearly ﬁve decades of
committed work at the University of Wisconsin, Madison in March 2018.
It brought together many of my colleagues at Wisconsin, current and
former students from all over the world, and critical scholars, teacher union
members, and educational activists from both the United States and many
other nations. It was meant to be a look backward and forward about the
nature of critical educational research, policy, and practice in a time of crisis.
The chapter expands on a number of the points I make in the interview in

xxii Preface to the 4th Edition
the previous chapter and makes public some of my worries about the present and future of critical educational theory and practice. It also ends on a
note of hope, something of crucial importance now.
One ﬁnal thing … I value comments, critical or supportive, on my
arguments and analyses. In order to facilitate this, as I have done in previous
editions of this book and in many of my other books, I am providing my
email address: apple@education.wisc.edu
After over 50 years of taking the questions of whose knowledge is and is
not taught, why and why not, who beneﬁts from the ways education and
the larger society are organized, what can we do about it, and who indeed is
the “we,” all of these remain to be asked by each generation of critical
educators. The struggles to answer them, to act against domination, and to
build an education worthy of its name continues.
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Preface to the 25th Anniversary
3rd Edition

Placing Ideology and Curriculum in Context
Any analysis of the ways in which unequal power is reproduced and contested in society must deal with education. Educational institutions provide
one of the major mechanisms through which power is maintained and
challenged. These institutions and the manner in which they are organized
and controlled are integrally related to the ways in which speciﬁc people get
access to economic and cultural resources and power. Yet, because education is usually part of the public sphere and is regulated by the state, it is also
a site of conﬂict, since in many nations there are serious questions about
whether the state is organized in ways that beneﬁt the majority of its citizens. Certainly the current and seemingly unremitting attacks by conservative forces on anything that is “public” in this society document how
politicized this has become.
There are other, equally important issues that can be raised, of course.
Education is also a site of conﬂict about the kind of knowledge that is and
should be taught, about whose knowledge is “oﬃcial” and about who has
the right to decide both what is to be taught and how teaching and learning
are to be evaluated. Thus, as I argue throughout this volume, a truly critical
study of education needs to deal with more than the technical issues of how
we teach eﬃciently and eﬀectively—too often the dominant or only questions educators ask. It must think critically about education’s relationship to
economic, political, and cultural power.
For more than three decades I have sought to uncover the complicated
connections among knowledge, teaching, and power in education. I have
argued that there is a very real set of relationships among those who have
economic, political, and cultural power in society on the one hand and
the ways in which education is thought about, organized, and evaluated on
the other. As I mentioned in the Preface to the previous edition, Ideology
and Curriculum is the ﬁrst volume of a long series of books that I have
written about these issues. It is the ﬁrst volume of what some have called
the two “Apple trilogies,” although the second trilogy has now been
extended to a fourth book. As the ﬁrst, it is largely concerned with the
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dynamics of ideological domination. Later books devote more attention to
the realities of struggles against dominance and to the ways in which new
articulations of power are now operating.1 It is very interesting, and certainly gratifying, to me that Ideology and Curriculum has been selected as
one of the most important books in the history of Western education. I
believe that this is due to the long history of groups that have struggled for a
more socially critical and democratic education in so many nations. That is,
the book itself responds to the desires of millions of people in a considerable
number of nations who believe that they have been denied the basic human
right of a truly free and democratic process of schooling. In many ways
these people are the real authors.
But the book also responds to the beliefs among many scholars in education that new and more socially critical perspectives are necessary to give
the ﬁeld of educational research more vitality. It is important to remember
that what actually counts as educational research is a construction. Academic
boundaries are themselves culturally produced and are often the results of
complex “policing” actions on the part of those who have the power to
enforce them. This “policing” action involves the power to declare what is
or is not the subject of “legitimate” inquiry or what is or is not a “legitimate” approach to understanding it. Yet, as I say in the Preface to the
second edition of Ideology and Curriculum and as the French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu reminds us, it is the ability to “trespass” that may lead to major
gains in our understanding.2
The continued development of a ﬁeld—especially one as diverse as education—is often dependent on epistemological and conceptual “breaks” in
which previous traditions are disrupted, displaced, and regrouped under
new problematics. It is these breaks that tend to transform the questions to
be asked and the manner in which they are answered. The “break” that
Ideology and Curriculum provided centered around the development and use
of a set of critical theoretical tools and cultural and political analyses that
enabled us to understand the real functioning of curriculum, teaching, and
evaluation much more honestly than before. These tools were based on two
major concepts—ideology and hegemony—that had not had a long history
of use in Western educational scholarship.
As I noted, over the course of writing the many books that followed the
one you are about to read, I have reﬁned both these concepts and their use.
However, the concepts still have provided essential building blocks for critical analyses of the politics of “legitimate” and “illegitimate” knowledge.
Of course it needs to be said that my arguments here are based on an
understanding of a particular sets of countries. Thus, they cannot be automatically transferred to countries with diﬀerent histories, although it has
become clear over the years that the arguments provided in this book have
resonated with the experiences of many dissidents and critical educators in a
considerable number of nations. They too continue to be my teachers and I
publicly thank them.
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Although Ideology and Curriculum does not incorporate the story-telling
style that characterizes parts of many of the books that came after it,
rereading it reminded me of my own biography as both a teacher and
political/educational activist. As someone who has taught or worked in
inner-city and rural schools, it brought back the realities that helped shape
me, many of which confront educators, students, parents, and activists in
these communities every day. These memories were both compelling and
sometimes painful. I began my teaching career in the schools of a decaying
urban neighborhood in the largely poor and working-class city in which I
grew up. These were the same schools I had attended. It’s an odd experience to reread one’s own book and relive the experiences I had as both a
student and a teacher there.
In Educating the “Right” Way,3 I tell the story of one of these experiences, a story about one of my students, a sensitive but at times troubled
boy named Joseph. I want to retell it here since it speaks to many of the
reasons that Ideology and Curriculum took the form it did and why it stresses
diﬀerential power and the role that education plays in legitimating it. Here
is the story.
Joseph sobbed at my desk. He was a tough kid, a hard case, someone
who often made life diﬃcult for his teachers. He was all of nine years
old and here he was sobbing, holding on to me in public. He had been
in my fourth grade class all year, a classroom situated in a decaying
building in an east coast city that was among the most impoverished in
the nation. There were times when I wondered, seriously, whether I
would make it through that year. There were many Josephs in that
classroom and I was constantly drained by the demands, the bureaucratic rules, the daily lessons that bounced oﬀ of the kids’ armor. Yet
somehow it was satisfying, compelling, and important, even though the
prescribed curriculum and the textbooks that were meant to teach it
were often beside the point. They were boring to the kids and boring
to me.
I should have realized the ﬁrst day what it would be like when I
opened that city’s “Getting Started” suggested lessons for the ﬁrst few
days and it began with the suggestion that “as a new teacher” I should
circle the students’ desks and have them introduce each other and tell
something about themselves. It’s not that I was against this activity; it’s
just that I didn’t have enough unbroken desks (or even chairs) for all of
the students. A number of the kids had nowhere to sit. This was my
ﬁrst lesson—but certainly not my last—in understanding that the curriculum and those who planned it lived in an unreal world, a world
fundamentally disconnected from my life with those children in that
inner-city classroom.
But here’s Joseph. He’s still crying. I’ve worked extremely hard with
him all year long. We’ve eaten lunch together; we’ve read stories;

xxx Preface to the 25th Anniversary 3rd Edition
we’ve gotten to know each other. There are times when he drives me
to despair and other times when I ﬁnd him to be among the most
sensitive children in my class. I just can’t give up on this kid. He’s just
received his report card and it says that he is to repeat fourth grade. The
school system has a policy that states that failure in any two subjects
(including the behavior side of the report card) requires that the student
be left back. Joseph was failing gym and arithmetic. Even though he
had shown improvement, he had trouble keeping awake during arithmetic, had done poorly on the mandatory citywide tests, and hated
gym. One of his parents worked a late shift and Joseph would often
stay up, hoping to spend some time with her. And the things that
students were asked to do in gym were, to him, “lame.”
The thing is, he had made real progress during the year. But I was
instructed to keep him back. I knew that things would be worse next
year. There would still not be enough desks. The poverty in that
community would still be horrible; and health care and suﬃcient
funding for job training and other services would be diminished. I
knew that the jobs that were available in this former mill town paid
deplorable wages, and that even with both of his parents working for
pay, Joseph’s family income was simply insuﬃcient. I also knew that,
given all that I already had to do each day in that classroom and each
night at home in preparation for the next day, it would be nearly
impossible for me to work any harder than I had already done with
Joseph. And there were another ﬁve children in that class whom I was
supposed to leave back.
So Joseph sobbed. Both he and I understood what this meant. There
would be no additional help for me—or for children such as Joseph—
next year. The promises would remain simply rhetorical. Words would
be thrown at the problems. Teachers and parents and children would
be blamed. But the school system would look like it believed in and
enforced higher standards. The structuring of economic and political
power in that community and that state would again go on as “business
as usual.”
The next year Joseph basically stopped trying. The last time I heard
anything about him, he was in prison.
The personal account I have related here speaks to what has changed and
what has stayed the same in the years since the ﬁrst and second editions of
this book. The account might be called a history of the present, a present so
well illuminated in recent books such as Pauline Lipman’s High Stakes Education and Linda McNeil’s The Contradictions of School Reform.4 An unyielding
demand—perhaps best represented in George W. Bush’s policies found in
No Child Left Behind—for testing, reductive models of accountability, standardization, and strict control over pedagogy and curricula is now the order
of the day in schools throughout the country. In urban schools in particular,
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these policies have been seen as not one alternative, but as the only option.
In many ways, reforms of this type serve as a “political spectacle” rather than
as a serious and well-thought-out set of policy initiatives that deal honestly
with the depth of the problems now being faced in schools throughout the
nation.5 In fact, we are now increasingly aware of a number of the negative
and even truly damaging eﬀects of such policies.6 Joseph’s story is now
being retold in the lives of thousands of children caught in underfunded
schools. The global restructuring of markets, of paid and unpaid labor, of
housing and health care, of communities large and small and so much
more—all of this is having diﬀerential eﬀects in terms of race and class and
gender. And all of this has had profound eﬀects on the ﬁnancing and governance of schools, on what is to count as “oﬃcial knowledge” and “good”
teaching, and ultimately on the many Josephs who walk through the halls of
the schools of our cities and towns.
Neo-liberalism and neo-conservatism are in the driver’s seat right now
and this is not only happening in education. In his history of the dismantling of the crucial social and economic programs that enabled many of
our fellow citizens to have a chance at a better life, Michael Katz argues that
current economic and social policies have “stratiﬁed Americans into ﬁrstand second-class citizens and have undermined the eﬀective practice of
democracy.”7
We cannot understand what has happened unless we connect this to
transformations in urban political economies (although similar destructive
tendencies are having powerful eﬀects in rural and many suburban areas as
well). The social and labor structures of large cities have, in essence, split
into “two vastly unequal but intimately linked economies.” These economies are intimately linked because jobs that are less well paid, nonunionized, often part-time, and with few beneﬁts are required to make urban life
attractive to the aﬄuent. This is due not only to an increasingly globalized
corporate sector that pits the workers of one nation against another and
demands ever lower taxes no matter what the social costs to local communities, although such things are indeed crucial parts of any serious explanation. It is also due to the needs of aﬄuent urban workers “who have created
lifestyles that depend on a large pool of low wage workers.” In Katz’s words
again, the result is a new “servant class.” “Like corporations, aﬄuent urbanites have outsourced their domestic tasks for much the same reasons of
economy and ﬂexibility and with much the same results”—poverty wages
and an often heartbreaking exposure to the risks associated with no health
care, no insurance, no unions, no childcare, and no social beneﬁts.8
Yet, class relations do not totally cover the reasons for this situation.
The political economy of race enters in absolutely crucial ways. As Charles
Mills reminds us, underpinning so much of the social structure of American life is an unacknowledged racial contract.9 Current neo-liberal and neoconservative policies in almost every sphere of society—marketization,
national curricula, and national testing are representatives of these policies in
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education—have diﬀerential and racializing eﬀects. While they are often
couched in the language of “helping the poor,” increasing accountability,
giving “choice,” and so on, the racial structuring of their outcomes is
painful to behold in terms of respectful jobs (or lack of them), in health
care, in education, and in so much more. For reasons of economy, health,
education, nutrition, and so on, for black children, Latino/a youth, and so
many more, the American city is often a truly dangerous place not only for
their present but their future as well.10 Yet we then ask the school to
compensate for all of this.
My points here are ratiﬁed in Lipman’s High Stakes Education, which
provides a detailed examination of the eﬀects of the dismantling and
reconstruction of urban political economies and social networks on
schools in our cities and towns, especially on schools that serve poor
children of color. A better understanding of some of the less talked about
and hidden eﬀects of widely emulated school reforms, one that goes
beyond the hype of “TINA” (“there is no alternative” to these tough
policies), is absolutely essential for educators throughout the nation and
the industrialized world. Lipman and others such as Linda McNeil have
shown what actually happens to teachers and children when policies
involving strict accountability, massive amounts of testing, and similar
things get instituted. The results are striking and should raise serious
questions in the minds of all of those who believe that in these sets of
policies we have found the answers to the problems that beset our schools.
The results may certainly not be a more socially critical and democratic
education that is connected to principles of thick democracy and social
justice. Rather, such policies may re-create conditions that mirror many of
those criticized in this book.
We tend to forget that “revolutions may go backwards.” And what we
are witnessing in education and in many other economic, political, and
cultural institutions is exactly this—a politics that wants to radically shift our
society so that it mirrors a supposed Eden that once existed. Well that
“Eden” was the time of what some wise political commentators called
“Satanic mills” and of a politics of cultural control that marginalized the
lives, dreams, and experiences of identiﬁable people. This is a dangerous
time and we need to face these dangers directly, if we are not to reproduce
the histories, ideological tendencies, and conditions I trace out in this book.
The return to shallow understandings of science, the search for technical
solutions based on this (mis)understanding of science, a new managerialism
that relies on the massiveness of the resurgent regime of “measuring anything that moves in classrooms,” the reduction of education to workplace
skills and the culture of the powerful—these are things that are not ﬁctions.
We are facing them every day, sponsored by a government that seems
intent on giving everything that ordinary people have struggled for over to
the most powerful—and often simply rapacious—segments of this society.
This must be stopped and education has a role to play in stopping it.
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“Really” Beyond Ideological Reproduction
The arguments I made above lead to a crucial question. Is it possible to do
something that is diﬀerent, that interrupts neo-liberal and neo-conservative
policies and ideologies, that has a very diﬀerent politics of legitimate
knowledge, and is one that is based on a very real commitment to creating
schools that are closely connected to a larger project of social transformation?
I think so.
The ﬁrst and second editions of Ideology and Curriculum end with a section
titled “Beyond Ideological Reproduction” that speaks to this in general
terms, but over the years we have learned more about how such a counterhegemonic politics can and does go on inside and outside of education. Let
me give an example, one taken from Brazil, a nation where I have worked
with progressive and socially critical educators for decades. My intense
working with and learning from Brazilian activists and educators began in
the mid-1980s, right after the military government that was supported by
the United States was ultimately removed. It continued with my extensive
interactions with Paulo Freire, and has become even more extensive with
my eﬀorts to assist and learn from the Workers Party in their attempts to
build an education worthy of its name in Brazil.
One of the claims of these rightist forces is that schools are out of touch
with parents and communities. While these criticisms are not totally wrong,
we need to ﬁnd ways of connecting our educational eﬀorts to local communities, especially to those members of these communities with less
power, which are more truly democratic than the ideas of “thin” democracy envisioned by neo-liberals. If we do not do this, neo-liberal deﬁnitions
of democracy—ones that I discuss in much greater detail in the last chapter
of this new edition11 and ones based on possessive individualism where
citizenship is reduced to simply consumption practices—will prevail. While
we need to be very honest about the fact that the current transformations in
education, the current attacks on teachers’ autonomy, working conditions,
and wages, and the current ideological changes in the larger society may
make it even harder for us to maintain and expand a truly democratic vision
of education, this does not make it impossible.
What is happening in Porto Alegre, Brazil provides a powerful example
of what is possible if we organize around a coherent set of democratic
policies. After many years of electoral losses, the Workers Party won consecutive elections in Porto Alegre and for a number of years had electoral
control of the state of Rio Grande do Sol. One of the reasons it won was
that it put forward a very diﬀerent vision and set of policies for a more
substantive set of democratic institutions. More democratic and participatory
schooling was a central part of their proposals, as was an immediate and
substantial increase in teachers’ salaries, because they knew that teachers
would not support proposals that simply caused them to work even harder
for salaries that were declining each year.12
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The policies being put in place by the Workers Party, such as participatory
budgeting and the Citizen School, are helping to build support for more
progressive and democratic policies there in the face of the growing power
of neoliberal movements at a national level. The Workers Party has been
able to increase its majority even among people who had previously voted
in favor of parties with much more conservative educational and social
programs because it has been committed to enabling even the poorest of its
citizens to participate in deliberations over the policies themselves and over
where and how money should be spent. By paying attention to more substantive forms of collective participation and, just as importantly, by devoting
resources to encourage such participation, Porto Alegre has demonstrated that
it is possible to have a “thicker” democracy, even in times of both economic
crisis and ideological attacks from neo-liberal parties and from the conservative press. Programs such as the Citizen School and the sharing of real
power with those who live in favelas (shantytowns), as well as with the
working and middle classes, professionals, and others—and with teachers—
provide ample evidence that thick democracy oﬀers realistic alternatives to the
eviscerated version of thin democracy found under neo-liberalism.
In many ways the policies and practices now being built there extend, in
powerful and systemic ways, a number of similar reforms that are being built
in other countries. Yet just as important is the pedagogic function of these
programs in Porto Alegre. They develop the collective capacities among
people to enable them to continue to engage in the democratic administration and control of their lives. This is time-consuming, but time spent in
such things now has proven to pay oﬀ dramatically later on.13
The policies of the Popular Administration in Porto Alegre are explicitly
designed to radically change both the municipal schools and the relationships among communities, the state, and education. This set of policies and
the accompanying processes of implementation are constitutive parts of a
clear and explicit project aimed at constructing not only a better school for
the excluded—and for the teachers who work so hard in them—but also a
larger project of radical democracy. While the reforms being built in Porto
Alegre are still in process, what is being built there may be crucial not
“only” for Brazil, but for all of us in so many nations who are struggling in
classrooms and schools to create an education that serves all of our children
and communities. Once again, Joseph is in the forefront of my consciousness
as I write these words.
We don’t have to look only to Porto Alegre for possibilities, however. In
the United States there are outstanding examples of what can be done to
counter rightist tendencies and to build an education that responds to the
best, not the worst in us. Popular journals such as Rethinking Schools document what can be and is being done in real schools and real communities.
The widely read book that James Beane and I published, Democratic Schools,
contains honest and detailed examples of how critical educators, community
members, and others— working together—have built counter-hegemonic
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possibilities that have stood the test of time.14 But let us be honest; the fact
that such possibilities exist, that education can go beyond the reproduction
of dominance in important ways, is exactly that—a range of possibilities. If
we do not continue to build on them, those in dominance will once again
be able reproduce the conditions of their own power.
This is why in this new Preface I have tried to be honest about the
complex forces that are having an impact on schools. Sticking our heads in
the sand like ostriches will not make these forces go away. Neo-liberal and
neo-conservative movements are—aggressively—altering our jobs and our
schools. Their eﬀects are increasingly dangerous. Yet as the example of
Porto Alegre, the schools described in Democratic Schools, and the eﬀorts of
Rethinking Schools show, this is not only a time for pessimism. The possibility
of constructing and defending much more critically democratic schools does
exist. Teachers, unions, communities, students, and social activists have
joined together to build such schools all over the world. Let us hope that
the same is true for other parts of world, including the United States where
I live, as well.

Understanding the Present and Future
For historical reasons and for reasons I discuss in the Preface to the second
edition, which is included here, the basic text of the original edition of
Ideology and Curriculum remains unchanged. Yet this new edition contains
some important additional material as well. I have included two new
chapters. The ﬁrst, “Pedagogy, Patriotism, and Democracy: Ideology and
Education after September 11,” connects the conﬂicts and tensions over
education after the horrible events of September 11 to the dangers I discuss
in the book. This chapter is rather personal because I believe that the
questions of ideological conﬂict and struggles over power that this book
deals with, though at times written in abstract ways here, are not abstract at
all. The chapter speaks both to my own experiences during and after the
tragedy, and to the hidden eﬀects that the rightist resurgence that accompanied it have had on both the ideological struggles over and the governance of schooling even at a local level. As I shall show, race needs to play a
crucial role in understanding the real eﬀects of 9/11 on real schools.
The second additional chapter is an interview with me done with
Michael F. Shaughnessy, Kathy Peca, and Janna Siegel for an international
journal. The interviewers ask me to reﬂect on a number of crucial tendencies and relations of diﬀerential power that are currently moving education
in particular, largely rightist, directions—what I have called “conservative
modernization.”
I have included this interview for a number of reasons. First, it has a
pedagogic intent. Interviews force authors to be clear because speaking is
not like writing. It’s harder to hide behind the language of the academy
when one is face to face with people who really want to know how and
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why you are critically interrogating an unequal reality. Because the interviewers ask me to lay out my arguments about some of the most signiﬁcant
ideological and material transformations now aﬀecting educational policy
and practice, to basically describe things I’ve written about extensively in
later books such as Cultural Politics and Education, Oﬃcial Knowledge, and
especially Educating the “Right” Way and The State and the Politics of Knowledge,
the interview can serve as a good brief introduction to these analyses.
There’s a second reason for including it, and this has to do with the
positive responses I received to an interview that was included as an
appendix to Oﬃcial Knowledge. Many readers thought that it was very useful
because it helped to clarify a number of the points I was talking about, and
because its more approachable style enabled them to better sense the author
behind the words. No book is ever disembodied. Real people with backgrounds, lives, intuitions, arguments, worries, and perhaps not a few ﬂaws,
write books. And it’s not a bad idea for readers to see this.
As in previous books, I want to include a way of contacting me so that I
can learn from your thoughts, questions, agreements, and disagreements
with this book. (Here’s my email address: apple@education.wisc.edu) Like
many others I am sure, one of the ways I personally learn is through discussions and debate with people who care just as deeply as I do about the
lives and futures of students and their educators, as we all try our best to
create educative experiences that make a real diﬀerence in schools and the
larger society. Ideology and Curriculum may be a book that I ﬁrst completed
25 years ago, but it is still very much a part of me. No book (and no author)
is ever complete, and I welcome your comments.
Michael W. Apple
John Bascom Professor of Curriculum and Instruction and Educational
Policy Studies University of Wisconsin, Madison August 2003
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This new edition of Ideology and Curriculum comes at a time when the book
is being celebrated as a “classic” in the literature in education. While the
text has been associated largely with me, it is important to state that Barry
Franklin and Nancy King played a signiﬁcant role in making this book a
lasting contribution.
Over the years since the ﬁrst edition appeared, a considerable number of
people in many nations have been my teachers about how one should critically analyze the limits and possibilities of education in societies like our
own. I’ve acknowledged them in other books and thus shall not do so here.
However, in doing this particular edition, there are friends and colleagues
who do need to be singled out. Rima Apple, James Beane, Diana Hess, Bob
Lingard, Steven Selden, Amy Stuart Wells, and Kenneth Zeichner all made
very useful suggestions on speciﬁc parts of the new material included in this
edition. As usual, the members of the Friday Seminar at the University of
Wisconsin deserve thanks for their perceptive criticisms and support.
Let me also do something unusual here as well. An author knows that she
or he has made an impact when one’s opponents have to respond. For this
very reason, I paradoxically would like acknowledge the conservative writers at the Fordham Foundation and in the pages of The Wall Street Journal
for their rather vitriolic comments on my arguments in some of the new
material included here. Oddly, that they responded in this way gives me
hope for the future.
Finally, special praise needs to be given to Catherine Bernard, my editor
at Routledge. In an era when everyone’s work has become intensiﬁed,
including the labor of being an editor at a major press, Catherine’s advice
and eﬀorts were exceptional.
This edition is dedicated to Alexander Seth Apple and Alyssa Lee Cotton.
I hope that the schooling they experience and the society in which they live
will enable them to become the kinds of persons who cherish equality.
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Spencer was not wrong when he reminded educators that one of the most
fundamental questions we should ask about the schooling process is “What
knowledge is of most worth?” This is a deceptively simple question, however, since the conﬂicts over what should be taught are sharp and deep. It is
not “only” an educational issue, but one that is inherently ideological and
political. Whether we recognize it or not, curriculum and more general
educational issues have always been caught up in the history of class, race,
gender, and religious conﬂicts in the United States and elsewhere.
Because of this, a better way of phrasing the question, a way that highlights the profoundly political nature of educational debate, is “Whose
knowledge is of most worth?” That this is not simply an academic question
is made strikingly clear by the fact that right-wing attacks on the schools,
calls for censorship, and controversies over the values that are being taught
and not being taught have made the curriculum into what can best be
described as a political football. When one adds to this the immense pressure
on the educational system in so many countries to make the goals of business and industry into the primary if not the only goals of schooling, then
the issue takes on even greater salience.
Educators have witnessed a massive attempt—one that has been more
than a little successful—at exporting the crisis in the economy and in
authority relations from the practices and policies of dominant groups onto
the schools. If teachers and curricula were more tightly controlled, more
closely linked to the needs of business and industry, more technically
oriented, with more stress on traditional values and workplace norms and
dispositions, then the problems of achievement, of unemployment, of
international economic competitiveness, of the disintegration of the inner
city, and so on would largely disappear, or so goes the accepted litany.1 I
predicted a rapid increase in these conservative tendencies when I ﬁrst
wrote Ideology and Curriculum. And while any author is pleased to see that
her or his predictions were accurate, it is not with any real sense of joy that
I note these events, for the conservative restoration that lies behind them is
having tragic eﬀects on many people not only in the United States but in
other nations as well.
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One thing these alterations and tendencies do help make very clear,
however, is the fact that discussions about what does, can, and should go on
in classrooms are not the logical equivalent of conversations about the
weather. They are fundamentally about the hopes, dreams, fears, and realities—the very lives—of millions of children, parents, and teachers. If this
isn’t worth our best eﬀorts—intellectual and practical—then nothing is.
As a political activist, as a former elementary and secondary school teacher, and as a past president of a teachers union, for me these eﬀorts came
increasingly to focus on the political nature of curriculum and teaching and
of education in general. Ideology and Curriculum represented one of the ﬁrst
major syntheses of these political issues. It seemed to me when I was originally writing it, and I am even more convinced now, that until we take
seriously the extent to which education is caught up in the real world of
shifting and unequal power relations, we will be living in a world divorced
from reality. The theories, policies, and practices involved in education are
not technical. They are inherently ethical and political, and they ultimately
involve—once this is recognized—intensely personal choices about what
Marcus Raskin calls “the common good.”2
To be concerned with issues of power—in my case with how class, race,
and gender inequalities work through schools in the control of teachers and
students and in the content and organization of the curriculum—is to stand
on the shoulders of the many women and men who helped form those of
us who work for a more democratized society. Even though I believed that
it was essential that we politicize these issues much further than had been
done in the past, the questions I asked in this volume have their roots in a
long tradition— in Dewey’s and Counts’ attempts to deﬁne a democratic
education, in past moments of democratic curriculum reform, and in eﬀorts
to teach “the knowledge of all of us” rather than only elite knowledge in
schools,3 in Huebner’s eloquent insistence that we cannot purge the personal, ethical, and political from the discourse of curriculum, in Greene’s
compelling arguments for the “existential situatedness” of ourselves as educators. We must choose and we must act. There really is no other choice.4
Of course, we never act in a vacuum. The very realization that education
is deeply implicated in the politics of culture makes this clear. After all, the
decision to deﬁne some groups’ knowledge as worthwhile to pass on to
future generations while other groups’ culture and history hardly see the
light of day says something extremely important about who has power in
society. Think of social studies texts that continue to speak of “the Dark
Ages” rather than the historically more accurate and much less racist phrase
“the Age of African and Asian Ascendency” or books that treat Rosa Parks
as merely an African American who was simply too tired to go to the back
of the bus, rather than discussing her training in organized civil disobedience
at the Highlander Folk School. The realization that teaching, especially at
the elementary school level, has in large part been deﬁned as women’s paid
work (with nearly 90 percent of elementary school teachers and over 65
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percent of teachers overall being women) documents the connections
between teaching and the history of gender politics as well.5 Thus, whether
we like it or not, diﬀerential power intrudes into the heart of curriculum
and teaching.
By asking us to see education relationally, to recognize its intimate connections to the inequalities in the larger society, I am self-consciously
aligning myself with a program aimed at what I earlier called “the common
good.” This program of criticism and renewal asserts the principle that “no
inhuman act should be used as a short cut to a better day,” and, especially,
that at each step of the way any social program “will be judged against the
likelihood that it will result in linking equity, sharing, personal dignity,
security, freedom, and caring.”6 This means that those pursuing such a
program “must … assure themselves that the course they follow, inquire
into, [and] analyze … will dignify human life, recognize the playful and
creative aspects of people,” and see others not as objects but as “coresponsible” subjects involved in the process of democratically deliberating
over and building the ends and means of all their institutions.7
As some of you may know, Ideology and Curriculum is the initial volume of a
trilogy. It was followed by Education and Power 8 and Teachers and Texts,9 as well
as by a number of edited volumes that extended its original problematic and
explored even more deeply the questions it raised, the actual content, organization, and control of curriculum and teaching, and student and teacher
responses to these issues.10 As the ﬁrst volume, however, Ideology and Curriculum
established the problematic. It set the path for all that came after it.
In writing Ideology and Curriculum I sought to do a number of things.
First, I wanted educators, particularly those speciﬁcally interested in what
happens inside classrooms, to critically examine the assumptions they had
about what education does. These assumptions concern some very deepseated, but often unconscious, presuppositions about science, the nature of
men and women, and the ethics and politics of our day-to-day curricular
and pedagogic theories and practices. I strongly believed then and still do
today that the major way to accomplish this critical examination is to place
our institutions of formal education back into the larger and unequal society
of which they are a part.
Second, I wanted to bring a particular conceptual, empirical, and political
approach to bear on this task. This approach had to illuminate how education was linked in important ways to the reproduction of existing social
relations. Yet at the same time, it had to avoid some of the mistakes of
previous investigations of schooling in our kind of economy. It had to be
critical and still resist the tendency to deal only with economic controls and
“determinations.” It had to speak directly to cultural and ideological
dynamics that were not totally reducible to economic relations, even
though they were clearly inﬂuenced by them.
Finally, I felt it was necessary to get inside the school and rigorously
scrutinize the actual curriculum—both overt and hidden—that dominated
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the classroom and then compare it to the commonsense assumptions educators had. My aim was to synthesize and reconstruct, and then go beyond,
previous investigations of the social role of our widely accepted educational
theories and practices. My arguments drew on aspects of “critical theory”
and on some exceptionally insightful critical cultural and sociological work
done in Europe to complement work already done by myself and others in
the United States.
Behind all of these issues lay a particular set of questions. What is the
relationship between culture and economy? How does ideology function? It
is not enough to answer these questions in the abstract, however. As people
concerned with education, we need to answer them in relation to one
major institution, the school. Thus, we must rigorously scrutinize the form
and content of the curriculum, the social relations within the classroom, and
the ways we currently conceptualize these things, as cultural expressions of
particular groups in particular institutions at particular times.
At the same time, and this is important for my arguments in Ideology and
Curriculum, it is important to realize that while our educational institutions
do function to distribute ideological values and knowledge, this is not all
they do. As a system of institutions, they also ultimately help produce the
type of knowledge (as a kind of commodity) that is needed to maintain the
dominant economic, political, and cultural arrangements that now exist. I
call this “technical knowledge” here. It is the tension between distribution
and production that partly accounts for some of the ways schools act to
legitimate the existing distribution of economic and cultural power.
My treatment of these issues is only in its initial form in this book and is
expanded considerably in Education and Power and Teachers and Texts. But I
hope it is clear enough for the reader to begin to see that what schools do
ideologically, culturally, and economically is very complicated and cannot
be fully understood by the application of any simple formula. There are very
strong connections between the formal and informal knowledge within the
school and the larger society with all its inequalities. But since the pressures
and demands of dominant groups are highly mediated by the internal histories of educational institutions and by the needs and ideologies of the
people who actually work in them, the aims and results will often be contradictory as well. Whatever the aims and results, however, there are real
people being helped and harmed inside these buildings. Wishful thinking
and not confronting what may be some of the more powerful eﬀects of the
educational system will not make this fact go away.
In the years since Ideology and Curriculum ﬁrst appeared, I have been more
than pleased with its reception. The fact that it has been translated into
many languages, that it is seen as a path-breaking book, and is widely read
speaks eloquently I think to the honesty and openmindedness with which
many educators, social scientists, policymakers, cultural and political activists,
and others approach their tasks. Just as importantly, it also documents the
constant struggle by these same people to question their present conditions
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so that they may act in more responsible ways. Not to engage in such
continual questioning is to abrogate one’s responsibility to the current and
future lives of the thousands of students who spend so many years in
schools. Self-reﬂection and social reﬂection are joined here.
The perspectives embodied in the book you are about to read are most
concerned with the forces of ideological reproduction. What is dealt with in
less detail is a set of concerns involving what has been called contradictory
tendencies, resistances, and conﬂicts over these ideological forces. That is,
cultural and economic reproduction is not all that is happening in our
educational institutions. Even though Ideology and Curriculum focuses largely
on one moment of a larger historical progression—that of the politics of
domination—I cannot see how we can begin to understand “how relations
of domination, whether material or symbolic, could possibly operate without implying, activating resistance.”11 There are often people who, either
singly or in organized groups, are now acting in ways that may provide
signiﬁcant bases for “counter-hegemonic” work as well. This should give us
some reason for optimism, an optimism (without illusions) that is expressed and
developed in my later books. The recognition of such “counter-hegemonic”
work, however, means that analyzing the manner in which powerful conservative interests operate is even more important so that we can better
understand both the conditions under which education operates and the
possibilities for altering these conditions.
One other point needs to be made in this preface. Not only is the focus
in this volume more strongly on forms of reproduction in education, it
tends to stress class relations as well. Class dynamics are of immense signiﬁcance and cannot be ignored. However, I have become more and more
convinced that gender relations—and those involving race, which in the
United States and in so many other countries are critically important—are
of equal signiﬁcance in understanding what the social eﬀects of education
are and how and why curriculum and teaching are organized and controlled. These arguments, as well, are elaborated at greater length elsewhere.12 It is suﬃcient, I think, to note here only how the problematic ﬁrst
established in Ideology and Curriculum has been markedly expanded to
include the ways the contradictory dynamics of gender, race, and class
operate in all their complexity in our institutions and how they may be
leading in progressive, not only retrogressive, directions.
Parts of the argument made here rest on a critique of liberalism as the
framework for social policy and educational theory and practice. While
these criticisms of liberalism are essentially correct, liberalism itself is under
concerted attack from the right, from the coalition of neo-conservatives,
“economic modernizers,” and new right groups who have sought to build a
new consensus around their own principles. Following a strategy best called
“authoritarian populism,” this coalition has combined a “free market ethic”
with a populist politics. The results have been a partial dismantling of social
democratic policies that largely beneﬁted working people, people of color,
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and women (these groups are obviously not mutually exclusive), the building of a closer relationship between government and the capitalist economy,
a radical decline in the institutions and power of political democracy, and
attempts to curtail liberties that had been gained in the past. And all this has
been very cleverly connected to the needs, fears, and hopes of many groups
of people who feel threatened during a time of perceived crisis in the
economy, in authority relations, in the family, and elsewhere.13
These attacks, and the ease with which certain gains were lost, have led
to a partial rapprochement with social democratic “liberal” positions. While
liberal policies often acted to cover up the depth of our problems in education, the economy, and elsewhere, these policies did often include some
real gains. Because of this, our approach to liberalism has to be more subtle.
Our task is to defend the partial gains and rights won under the social
democratic banner, and to expand and go beyond them to a more fully
democratized economy, polity, and culture.14 Thus, while I still agree with
my analysis of the ultimate weaknesses of liberal positions in this book, the
context has changed. In a context where even liberal policies and rights are
threatened, we need to focus our attention more on the threats coming
from the authoritarian populism of the right.
Let me discuss this just a bit more. The resurgence of conservative positions is an attempt to regain hegemonic power that was threatened by
women, people of color, and others. One need only read the pronouncements of William Bennett, the former Secretary of Education of the United
States—with its emphasis on a common culture based on “our” Western
heritage and on a romanticized past in which all students sat still and internalized “our” values—to understand how powerful is the current urge to
regain a lost consensus over what counts as legitimate knowledge.15 The
questions surrounding what counts as legitimate knowledge and an analysis
of the attempt to create a false cultural and political consensus lie at the very
heart of this book. This makes many of its arguments about ideology perhaps
even more important today than when they were ﬁrst written.
The current call to “return” to a “common culture” in which all students
are given the values of a speciﬁc group—usually the dominant group—does
not to my mind concern a common culture at all. Such an approach hardly
scratches the surface of the political issues involved. A common culture can
never be the general extension to everyone of what a minority mean and
believe. Rather, and crucially, it requires not the stipulation of lists and
concepts that make us all “culturally literate,” but the creation of the conditions
necessary for all people to participate in the creation and recreation of meanings and
values. It requires a democratic process in which all people—not simply
those who are the intellectual guardians of the “Western tradition”—can be
involved in the deliberations over what is important. It should go without
saying that this necessitates the removal of the very real material obstacles—
unequal power, wealth, time for reﬂection—that stand in the way of such
participation.16 As Williams put it:17

Preface to the 2nd Edition xlv
The idea of a common culture is in no sense the idea of a simply
consenting, and certainly not of a merely conforming, society. [It
involves] a common determination of meanings by all the people,
acting sometimes as individuals, sometimes as groups, in a process
which has no particular end, and which can never be supposed at any
time to have ﬁnally realized itself, to have become complete. In this
common process, the only absolute will be the keeping of the channels
and institutions of communication clear so that all may contribute, and
be helped to contribute.
In speaking of a common culture, then, we should not be talking of
something uniform, something all of us conform to. Instead, what we
should be asking is “precisely, for that free, contributive and common process
of participation in the creation of meaning and values.”18 It is the blockage
of that process in our formal institutions of education, and its very real
negative eﬀects, that I wished to deal with in Ideology and Curriculum.
Our current language speaks to how this process is being redeﬁned.
Instead of people who participate in the struggle to build and rebuild our
educational, political, and economic relations, we are deﬁned as consumers.
This is truly an extraordinary concept, for it sees people by and large as
either stomachs or furnaces.19 We use and use up. We don’t create. Someone else does that. This is disturbing enough in general, but in education it
is truly disabling. Leave it to the guardians of tradition, the eﬃciency and
accountability experts, the holders of “real knowledge.” As I demonstrated
in this book, we leave it to these people at great risk, especially at great risk to
those students who are already economically and culturally disenfranchised by
our dominant institutions.
Part of the reason I took, and still take, these issues of cultural politics and
empowerment to be of such importance is autobiographical. I came of age
in a poor family (but only in the economic sense of that word), in a very
poor neighborhood in a dying industrial city in the Northeast—Paterson,
New Jersey. The all too real struggles and insecurities of working-class life,
its forms of solidarity and its politics and culture in the face of this, all
formed me in signiﬁcant ways. I have too many memories of the ways this
rich culture was degraded in the media, in educational institutions, and
elsewhere. I am all too aware of how whatever I have made of myself is
rooted in the feelings, sensibilities, and richly contextualized meanings of
the women and men of that neighborhood to feel comfortable with an
economic system in which proﬁt counts more than people’s lives and an
educational system that—despite the immensely hard and all too little
respected labors of the people who work in it— still alienates millions of
children for whom schooling could mean so much.
I cannot accept a society in which more than one out of every ﬁve children is born in poverty, a condition that is worsening every day. Nor can I
accept as legitimate a deﬁnition of education in which our task is to prepare
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students to function easily in the “business” of that society. A nation is not a
ﬁrm.20 A school is not part of that ﬁrm, eﬃciently churning out the
“human capital” required to run it. We do damage to our very sense of
the common good to even think of the human drama of education in these
terms. It is demeaning to teachers and creates a schooling process that
remains unconnected to the lives of so many children.
These are, of course, complicated issues and, because of this, parts of
Ideology and Curriculum are densely argued and I have sometimes made use
of unfamiliar concepts. I end a more recent book of mine—Teachers and
Texts—by calling for greater attention to the politics of writing, to writing
in a way that makes one’s arguments more accessible to the reader. In
another way, however, it is important to realize that reality is very complicated, as are the relations of dominance and subordination that organize it.
Sometimes understanding these relations requires that we develop a new
language that may seem uncomfortable when ﬁrst tried out. Learning how
to use this set of concepts to look anew at our daily lives will take hard
work, but it may in fact be necessary if we are to make headway in recognizing (rather than our all too usual misrecognizing) the contradictory ways
education functions in our society.
Ideology and Curriculum was the result of nearly a decade long struggle to
understand the politics of educational reality, and it shows the marks of that
struggle in its concepts, language, and analysis. Yet so much of it still seems
accurate and so many of the questions and issues it examines remain critical
in a period of conservative restoration21—of what Aronowitz and Giroux
call “an age of broken dreams”22—that I think on balance it was written as
it had to be.
In Ideology and Curriculum, I sought to integrate into educational discourse
a set of concepts and concerns that I believe continue to be essential to our
deliberations about what and whose knowledge is of most worth. Much of
my life as an activist, researcher, and teacher has been spent trying to bridge
the artiﬁcial boundaries between, say, politics and education, between curriculum and teaching on the one hand and questions of cultural, political,
and economic power on the other. These boundaries, as Pierre Bourdieu
would say, are “pure products of academic reproduction.”23 The foundation of such boundaries is shaky on conceptual grounds and is immensely
disabling if we are to deal with the political realities of schooling in an
honest fashion. Hence, part of my method here is “trespassing,” using
tools built in critical theory, the sociology of knowledge, philosophy, and
so on, and applying them to our commonsense thoughts and actions as
educators. Again, following Bourdieu, “trespassing … is a prerequisite
for … advance.”24
This advance requires that the system of meanings and values that this
society has generated—one increasingly dominated by an “ethic” of privatization, unconnected individualism, greed, and proﬁt—has to be challenged
in a variety of ways. Among the most important is by sustained and detailed
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intellectual and educational work.25 This work will not be easily done; after
all, so much of the cultural apparatus of this society is organized so that we
don’t get a clear picture of what lies beneath the surface. Ten second “news
bites” and “sound bites” can’t convey this. In the face of this, it is even
more important that we do the work of cultural excavation, of uncovering
the positive and negative moments of power, and restoring to our collective
memories what diﬀerential cultural power has meant to a society in crisis.
There are, of course, some risks in doing this. Criticism makes people
uncomfortable, and often criticism needs to be aimed at oneself as well.
Also, saying things that challenge commonly accepted policies and practices
can adversely aﬀect one’s career, and this has predictably occurred a number
of times recently to critical educators at universities and elsewhere.
That taking such arguments seriously is itself a political act was documented
very clearly to me by the ﬁring of a teacher who wrote a review of ldeology
and Curriculum in a journal for teachers in a country in Asia that has a history
of repressive regimes. It was again made clear when I was placed under a
form of house arrest and prevented from speaking to certain people in the
same country. Ideas are weapons (if you will forgive the militaristic and
somewhat masculinist turn of phrase); and spreading them in authoritarian
contexts is a subversive, sometimes dangerous, and yet utterly essential act.
Yet could we, as educators, do less? Our task is to teach and to learn; to
take our inquiries as seriously as the subject deserves; to take criticism of
what we say respectfully and openly; to hunger for it so that we too can be
called upon to challenge and reformulate our own commonsense as we ask
others—like you the reader—to challenge your own. The journey we are
embarking on— what Raymond Williams so correctly called the long
revolution26—requires such challenge and reformulation. It is a journey of
hope, but one that is grounded in an unromantic appraisal of what confronts us as educators for whom democracy is not a slogan to be called upon
when the “real business” of our society is over, but a constitutive principle
that must be integrated into all of our daily lives. Ideology and Curriculum—
with its limitations and silences acknowledged—is part of my journey on
that path to cultural democracy. If it assists you as well, what else could any
author wish for?
Michael W. Apple
The University of Wisconsin, Madison
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On Analyzing Hegemony

Introduction
A few years ago I was asked to write a personal statement for a volume that
was reprinting a number of my papers. In that piece, I tried to document
the kinds of political and personal commitments that I felt provided an
irreducible minimum set of tenets which guided my work as educator.1 In
summary, I argued strongly that education was not a neutral enterprise, that,
by the very nature of the institution, the educator was involved, whether he
or she was conscious of it or not, in a political act. I maintained that in the
last analysis educators could not fully separate their educational activity from
the unequally responsive institutional arrangements and the forms of
consciousness that dominate advanced industrial economies like our own.
Since writing that statement, the issues have become even more compelling to me. At the same time, I have hopefully made some progress in
gaining a greater depth of understanding into this relationship between
education and economic structure, into the linkages between knowledge
and power. In essence, the problem has become more and more a structural
issue for me. I have increasingly sought to ground it in a set of critical
questions that are generated out of a tradition of neo-Marxist argumentation, a tradition which seems to me to oﬀer the most cogent framework for
organizing one’s thinking and action about education.
In broad outline, the approach I ﬁnd most fruitful seeks to:2
explicate the manifest and latent or coded reﬂections of modes of
material production, ideological values, class relations, and structures of
social power—racial and sexual as well as politico-economic—on the
state of consciousness of people in a precise historical or socio-economic
situation.
That’s quite a lot for one sentence, I know. But the underlying problematic
is rather complicated. It seeks to portray the concrete ways in which prevalent (and I would add, alienating) structural arrangements—the basic ways
institutions, people, and modes of production, distribution, and consumption
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are organized and controlled— dominate cultural life. This includes such
day-to-day practices as schools and the teaching and curricula found within
them.3
I ﬁnd this of exceptional import when thinking about the relationships
between the overt and covert knowledge taught in schools, the principles of
selection and organization of that knowledge, and the criteria and modes of
evaluation used to “measure success” in teaching. As Bernstein and Young,
among others, have provocatively maintained, the structuring of knowledge
and symbol in our educational institutions is intimately related to the principles of social and cultural control in a society.4 This is something on
which I shall have more to say in a moment. Let me just state now that one
of our basic problems as educators and as political beings, then, is to begin
to grapple with ways of understanding how the kinds of cultural resources
and symbols schools select and organize are dialectically related to the kinds
of normative and conceptual consciousness “required” by a stratiﬁed society.
Others, especially Bowles and Gintis,5 have focused on schools in a way
which stresses the economic role of educational institutions. Mobility,
selection, the reproduction of the division of labor, and other outcomes,
hence, become the prime foci for their analysis. Conscious economic
manipulation by those in power is often seen as a determining element.
While this is certainly important, to say the least, it gives only one side of
the picture. The economistic position provides a less adequate appraisal of
the way these outcomes are created by the school. It cannot illuminate fully
what the mechanisms of domination are and how they work in the day-today activity of school life. Furthermore, we must complement an economic
analysis with an approach that leans more heavily on a cultural and ideological orientation if we are completely to understand the complex ways
social, economic, and political tensions and contradictions are “mediated” in
the concrete practices of educators as they go about their business in
schools. The focus, then, should also be on the ideological and cultural
mediations which exist between the material conditions of an unequal
society and the formation of the consciousness of the individuals in that
society. Thus, I want here to look at the relationship between economic
and cultural domination, at what we take as given, that seems to produce
“naturally” some of the outcomes partly described by those who have
focused on the political economy of education.

On Analyzing Hegemony
I think we are beginning to see more clearly a number of things that were
much more cloudy before. As we learn to understand the way education
acts in the economic sector of a society to reproduce important aspects of
inequality,6 so too are we learning to unpack a second major sphere in
which schooling operates. For not only is there economic property, there
also seems to be symbolic property—cultural capital—which schools
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preserve and distribute. Thus, we can now begin to get a more thorough
understanding of how institutions of cultural preservation and distribution
like schools create and recreate forms of consciousness that enable social
control to be maintained without the necessity of dominant groups having
to resort to overt mechanisms of domination.7 Increasing our understanding
of this recreation is at the heart of this volume.
This is not an easy issue to deal with, of course. What I shall try to do in
this introductory chapter is to portray, in rather broad strokes, the kinds of
questions embodied in the approach and program of analysis which guides
this book. In my discussion, I shall often draw upon the work of the social
and cultural critic Raymond Williams. While he is not too well known
among educators (and this is a distinct pity), his continuing work on the
relationship between the control of the form and content of culture and the
growth of the economic institutions and practices which surround us all
can serve as a model, both personally and conceptually, for the kind of
progressive arguments and commitments this approach entails.
There are three aspects of the program that need to be articulated at the
beginning here: (1) the school as an institution, (2) the knowledge forms,
and (3) the educator him or herself. Each of these must be situated within
the larger nexus of relations of which it is a constitutive part. The key word
here, obviously, is situated. Like the economic analysts such as Bowles and
Gintis, by this I mean that, as far as is possible, we need to place the
knowledge that we teach, the social relations that dominate classrooms, the
school as a mechanism of cultural and economic preservation and distribution, and, ﬁnally, ourselves as people who work in these institutions, back
into the context in which they all reside. All of these things are subject to
an interpretation of their respective places in a complex, stratiﬁed, and
unequal society. However, we must be careful of misusing this tradition of
interpretation. All too often, we forget the subtlety required to begin to
unpack these relations. We situate the institution, the curriculum, and ourselves in an overly deterministic way. We say there is a one-to-one correspondence between economics and consciousness, economic base
“automatically” determining superstructure. This is too easy to say, unfortunately, and is much too mechanistic.8 For it forgets that there is, in fact, a
dialectical relationship between culture and economics. It also presupposes
an idea of conscious manipulation of schooling by a very small number of
people with power. While this was and is sometimes the case—something I
shall in fact document in Chapter 4’s treatment of some of the historical roots
of the curriculum ﬁeld—the problem is much more complex than that. Thus,
in order to go further, we must ﬁrst clarify what is meant by the notion that
structural relations “determine” these three aspects of schools. As I shall argue,
one of the keys to understanding this is the concept of hegemony.
It is important to note that there are two traditions of using concepts such
as “determine.” On the one hand, the notion of thought and culture being
determined by social and economic structure has been used to imply what
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was mentioned a minute ago, a one-to-one correspondence between social
consciousness and, say, mode of production. Our social concepts, here, are
totally preﬁgured or predicated upon a pre-existing set of economic conditions that control cultural activity, including everything in schools. On the
other hand, there is a somewhat more ﬂexible position which speaks of
determination as a complex nexus of relationships which, in their ﬁnal
moment, are economically rooted, that exert pressures and set limits on
cultural practice, including schools.9 Thus, the cultural sphere is not a “mere
reﬂection” of economic practices. Instead, the inﬂuence, the “reﬂection” or
determination, is highly mediated by forms of human action. It is mediated
by the speciﬁc activities, contradictions, and relationships among real men
and women like ourselves—as they go about their day-to-day lives in the
institutions which organize these lives. The control of schools, knowledge, and
everyday life can be, and is, more subtle for it takes in even seemingly inconsequential moments. The control is vested in the constitutive principles, codes,
and especially the commonsense consciousness and practices underlying our
lives, as well as by overt economic division and manipulation.
Raymond Williams’s discussion of hegemony, a concept most fully
developed in the work of Antonio Gramsci, provides an excellent summary
of these points.10
It is Gramsci’s great contribution to have emphasized hegemony, and
also to have understood it at a depth which is, I think, rare. For hegemony supposes the existence of something which is truly total, which is
not merely secondary or superstructural, like the weak sense of ideology, but which is lived at such a depth, which saturates the society to
such an extent, and which, as Gramsci put it, even constitutes the limit
of commonsense for most people under its sway, that it corresponds to
the reality of social experience very much more clearly than any
notions derived from the formula of base and superstructure. For if
ideology were merely some abstract imposed notion, if our social and
political and cultural ideas and assumptions and habits were merely the
result of speciﬁc manipulation, of a kind of overt training which might
be simply ended or withdrawn, then the society would be very much
easier to move and to change than in practice it has been or is. This
notion of hegemony as deeply saturating the consciousness of a society
seems to be fundamental … [It] emphasizes the facts of domination.
The crucial idea embedded in this passage is how hegemony acts to “saturate” our very consciousness, so that the educational, economic, and social
world we see and interact with, and the commonsense interpretations we
put on it, becomes the world tout court, the only world. Hence, hegemony
refers not to congeries of meanings that reside at an abstract level somewhere at the “roof of our brain.” Rather, it refers to an organized assemblage of meanings and practices, the central, eﬀective, and dominant system
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of meanings, values, and actions which are lived. It needs to be understood
on a diﬀerent level than “mere opinion” or “manipulation.” Williams
makes this clear in his arguments concerning the relationship between
hegemony and the control of cultural resources. At the same time, he points
out how educational institutions may act in this process of saturation. I
would like to quote one of his longer passages, one which I think begins to
capture the complexity and one which goes beyond the idea that consciousness is only a mere reﬂection of economic structure, wholly determined by
one class which consciously imposes it on another. At the same time the
passage catches the crux of how the assemblage of meanings and practices still
leads to, and comes from, unequal economic and cultural control.11
[Hegemony] is a whole body of practices and expectations; our assignments of energy, our ordinary understanding of man and his world. It is
a set of meanings and values which as they are experienced as practices
appear as reciprocally conﬁrming. It thus constitutes a sense of reality
for most people in the society, a sense of absolute because experienced
[as a] reality beyond which it is very diﬃcult for most members of a
society to move in most areas of their lives. But this is not, except in
the operation of a moment of abstract analysis, a static system. On the
contrary we can only understand an eﬀective and dominant culture if
we understand the real social process on which it depends: I mean the
process of incorporation. The modes of incorporation are of great signiﬁcance, and incidentally in our kind of society have considerable
economic signiﬁcance. The educational institutions are usually the main
agencies of transmission of an eﬀective dominant culture, and this is
now a major economic as well as cultural activity; indeed it is both in
the same moment. Moreover, at a philosophical level, at the true level
of theory and at the level of the history of various practices, there is a
process which I call the selective tradition: that which, within the terms of
an eﬀective dominant culture, is always passed oﬀ as “the tradition,” the
signiﬁcant past. But always the selectivity is the point; the way in which
from a whole possible area of past and present, certain meanings and
practices are chosen for emphasis, certain other meanings and practices
are neglected and excluded. Even more crucially, some of these
meanings are reinterpreted, diluted, or put into forms which support
or at least do not contradict other elements within the eﬀective
dominant culture.
The process of education; the processes of a much wider social
training within institutions like the family; the practical deﬁnitions and
organization of work; the selective tradition at an intellectual and theoretical level: all these forces are involved in a continual making and
remaking of an eﬀective dominant culture, and on them, as experienced, as built into our living, reality depends. If what we learn were
merely an imposed ideology, or if it were only the isolable meanings
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and practices of the ruling class, or of a section of the ruling class, which
gets imposed on others, occupying merely the top of our minds, it would
be—and one would be glad—a very much easier thing to overthrow.
Notice what Williams is saying here about educational institutions. It is
similar to the point I argued earlier about the possible relationship between
the school as an institution and the recreation of inequality. Schools, in the
words of the British sociologists of the curriculum, do not only “process
people”; they “process knowledge” as well.12 They act as agents of cultural
and ideological hegemony, in Williams’s words, as agents of selective tradition and of cultural “incorporation.” But as institutions they not only are
one of the main agencies of distributing an eﬀective dominant culture;
among other institutions, and here some of the economic interpretations
seem quite potent, they help create people (with the appropriate meanings
and values) who see no other serious possibility to the economic and cultural assemblage now extant. This makes the concepts of ideology, hegemony, and selective tradition critical elements in the political and analytic
underpinnings of the analyses found in this volume.
For example, as I argue later, the issues surrounding the knowledge that is
actually taught in schools, surrounding what is considered to be socially
legitimate knowledge, are of no small moment in becoming aware of the
school’s cultural, economic, and political position. Here, the basic act
involves making the curriculum forms found in schools problematic so that
their latent ideological content can be uncovered. Questions about the
selective tradition such as the following need to be taken quite seriously.
Whose knowledge is it? Who selected it? Why is it organized and taught in
this way? To this particular group? The mere act of asking these questions is
not suﬃcient, however. One is guided, as well, by attempting to link these
investigations to competing conceptions of social and economic power and
ideologies. In this way, one can begin to get a more concrete appraisal of
the linkages between economic and political power and the knowledge
made available (and not made available) to students.13
The movement, say, in social studies toward “process oriented” curriculum is a case in point. We teach social “inquiry” as a set of “skills,” as a
series of methods that will enable students “to learn how to inquire themselves.” While this is certainly better than the more rote models of teaching
which prevailed in previous decades, at the same time it can actually depoliticize the study of social life. We ask our students to see knowledge as a
social construction, in the more disciplinary programs to see how sociologists, historians, anthropologists, and others construct their theories and
concepts. Yet, in so doing we do not enable them to inquire as to why a
particular form of social collectivity exists, how it is maintained, and who
beneﬁts from it.
There exists in curriculum development, and in teaching, something of a
failure of nerve. We are willing to prepare students to assume “some
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responsibility for their own learning.” Whether these goals are ever actually
reached, given what Sarason14 has called the behavioral regularities of the
institution, is interesting here, but not at issue. Just as important is the fact
that what one is “critically reﬂecting” about is often vacuous, ahistorical,
one-sided, and ideologically laden. Thus, as I shall demonstrate in Chapter
5, for instance, the constitutive framework of most school curricula centers
around consensus. There are few serious attempts at dealing with conﬂict
(class conﬂict, scientiﬁc conﬂict, or other). Instead, one “inquires” into a
consensus ideology that bears little resemblance to the complex nexus and
contradictions surrounding the control and organization of social life.
Hence, the selective tradition dictates that we do not teach, or will selectively reinterpret (and hence will soon forget), serious labor or woman’s
history. Yet we do teach elite and military history. Whatever economics is
taught is dominated by a perspective that grows out of the National Association of Manufacturers or its equivalent. And honest information about
countries that have organized themselves about alternative social principles is
hard to ﬁnd. These are only a few examples of the role of school in creating
a sense of false consensus, of course.

Neutrality and Justice
The very fact that we tend to reduce our understanding of the social and
economic forces underlying our unequal society to a set of skills, to “how
to’s,” mirrors a much larger issue. Let me precurse some of the arguments
that I shall develop in greater detail in Chapters 6, 7, and 8. This reduction
of understanding speaks to the technicization of life in advanced industrial
economies. In Habermas’s terms, purposive-rational, or instrumental, forms
of reasoning and action replace symbolic action systems. Political and economic, and even educational, debate among real people in their day-to-day
lives is replaced by considerations of eﬃciency, of technical skills.
“Accountability” through behavioral analysis, systems management, and so
on become hegemonic and ideological representations. And at the same time
considerations of the justice of social life are progressively depoliticized and
made into supposedly neutral puzzles that can be solved by the accumulation
of neutral empirical facts,15 which when fed back into neutral institutions like
schools can be guided by the neutral instrumentation of educators.
The claim to neutrality is important in this representation, not merely in
social life in general, but in education in particular. We assume that our
activity is neutral, that by not taking a political stance we are being objective. This is signiﬁcantly falsiﬁed, however, in two ways. First, there is an
increasing accumulation of evidence that the institution of schooling itself is
not a neutral enterprise in terms of its economic outcomes. As I shall note,
as Basil Bernstein, Pierre Bourdieu, and others have sought to show, and as
the quotes from Williams have pointed to in this introductory chapter,
while schools may in fact serve the interests of many individuals, and this
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should not be denied, at the same time, though, empirically they also seem
to act as powerful agents in the economic and cultural reproduction of class
relations in a stratiﬁed society like our own. This is a rather involved issue,
yet as will be discussed in the next section of this chapter and in Chapter 2,
the literature on the role schools play in economic and cultural stratiﬁcation
is becoming increasingly impressive.
Let me now note, actually reiterate, the second reason a claim to neutrality carries less weight than it might. The claim ignores the fact that the
knowledge that now gets into schools is already a choice from a much
larger universe of possible social knowledge and principles. It is a form of
cultural capital that comes from somewhere, that often reﬂects the perspectives and beliefs of powerful segments of our social collectivity. In its
very production and dissemination as a public and economic commodity—
as books, ﬁlms, materials, and so forth—it is repeatedly ﬁltered through
ideological and economic commitments. Social and economic values,
hence, are already embedded in the design of the institutions we work in, in
the “formal corpus of school knowledge” we preserve in our curricula, in
our modes of teaching, and in our principles, standards, and forms of evaluation. Since these values now work through us, often unconsciously, the
issue is not how to stand above the choice. Rather, it is in what values I
must ultimately choose.
But this brings to the fore another part of the problem as well—those
deep-seated values that already reside not at the top but at the very
“bottom” of our heads that I mentioned before. The very categories we use
to approach our responsibility to others, the commonsense or constitutive
rules we employ to evaluate the social practices that dominate our society,
are often at issue. Among the most critical of these categories are both our
vision of “science” and, just as importantly, our commitment to the abstract
individual. For it is the case that our sense of community is withered at its
roots. We ﬁnd ways of making the concrete individual into an abstraction
and, at the same time, we divorce the individual from larger social movements which might give meaning to “individual” wants, needs, and visions
of justice.16 This is strongly supported by the notion that curriculum
research is a “neutral scientiﬁc activity” which does not tie us to others in
important structural ways.
Our inability to think in other than abstracted individualistic terms is
nicely expressed once again by Raymond Williams in his argument that the
dominance of the bourgeois individual distorts our understanding of our
real social relations with and dependence on others.17
I remember a miner saying to me, of someone we were discussing:
“He’s the sort of man who gets up in the morning and presses a switch
and expects a light to come on.” We are all, to some extent, in this
position, in that our modes of thinking habitually suppress large areas of
our real relationships, including our real dependence on others. We
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think of my money, my light, in these naive terms, because parts of our
very idea of society are withered at root. We can hardly have any
conception, in our present system, of the ﬁnancing of social purposes
from the social product, a method which would continually show us,
in real terms, what our society is and does. In a society whose products
depend almost entirely on intricate and continuous cooperation and
social organization, we expect to consume as if we were isolated individuals, making our own way. We are then forced into the stupid
comparison of individual consumption and social taxation—one desirable and to be extended, the other regrettably necessary and to be
limited. From this kind of thinking, the physical unbalance follows
inevitably. Unless we achieve some realistic sense of community, our
true standard of living will continue to be distorted … Questions not
only of balance in the distribution of eﬀorts and resources, but also of
the eﬀects of certain kinds of work both on users and producers, might
then be adequately negotiated … It is precisely the lack of an adequate
sense of society that is crippling us.
Williams’s points are many here, yet among them are the following. Our
concern for the abstract individual in our social, economic, and educational
life is exactly that—it is merely an abstraction. It does not situate the life of
the individual (and ourselves as educators) as an economic and social being,
back into the unequal structural relations that produced the comfort the
individual enjoys. It can act as an ideological presupposition that keeps us
from establishing any genuine sense of aﬃliation with those who produce
our comforts, thus making it even more diﬃcult to overcome the atrophication of collective commitment. Thus, the overemphasis on the individual
in our educational, emotional, and social lives is ideally suited to both
maintain a rather manipulative ethic of consumption and further the withering of political and economic sensitivity. The latent eﬀects of both absolutizing the individual and deﬁning our role as neutral technicians in the
service of amelioration, therefore, makes it nearly impossible for educators
and others to develop a potent analysis of widespread social and economic
injustice. It makes their curricular and teaching practices relatively impotent
in exploring the nature of the social order of which they are a part.
An exceptionally important element in this kind of argument is the idea
of relation. What I am asking for is what might best be called “relational
analyses.” It involves seeing social activity—with education as a particular
form of that activity—as tied to the larger arrangement of institutions which
apportion resources so that particular groups and classes have historically
been helped while others have been less adequately treated. In essence,
social action, cultural and educational events and artifacts (what Bourdieu
would call cultural capital) are “deﬁned” not by their obvious qualities that
we can immediately see. Instead of this rather positivistic approach, things
are given meaning relationally, by their complex ties and connections to
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how a society is organized and controlled. The relations themselves are the
deﬁning characteristics.18 Thus, to understand, say, the notions of science
and the individual, as we employ them in education especially, we need to
see them as primarily ideological and economic categories that are essential
to both the production of agents to ﬁll existing economic roles and the
reproduction of dispositions and meanings in these agents that will “cause”
them to accept these alienating roles without too much questioning.19 They
become aspects of hegemony.
In understanding these hegemonic relations we need to remember
something which Gramsci maintained—that there are two requirements for
ideological hegemony. It is not merely that our economic order “creates”
categories and structures of feeling which saturate our everyday lives. Added
to this must be a group of “intellectuals” who employ and give legitimacy
to the categories, who make the ideological forms seem neutral.20 Thus, an
examination of the very categories and procedures that “intellectuals” like
educators employ needs to be one of the prime foci of our investigation.
So far I have looked rather broadly at what I perceive to be much of the
reality behind schools as institutions, the knowledge forms we selectively
preserve, reinterpret, and distribute, some of the categories we use to think
about these things, and the role of the educator as “neutral” participant in
the large-scale results of schooling. There are still a few ﬁnal comments to
be said about that last aspect of the program and approach I am setting forth
here though—the educator him or herself as political being. This is a very
personal question, one that is by far the hardest. I am quite aware of the
diﬃculty, in fact often the torture, that one must face in responding to or
even adequately asking the question of “Where do I stand?” This kind of
question already presupposes at least a beginning awareness of answers to
my other queries about the relationship between cultural capital and economic and social control. It requires an analysis of what social and economic
groups and classes seem to be helped by the way the institutions in our
society are organized and controlled and which groups are not.21
The fact that this question is so hard to deal with, the helpless feeling we
get when we ask it (what can I as one educator do now?) points to the utter
importance of Gramsci’s and Williams’s arguments about the nature of
hegemony. To hold our day-to-day activities as educators up to political
and economic scrutiny, to see the school as part of a system of mechanisms
for cultural and economic reproduction, is not merely to challenge the
prevailing practices of education. If it were “merely” this, then we could
perhaps change these practices through teacher training, better curricula,
and so on. These practices may need changes, of course, and there is still a
place for such ameliorative reforms, some of which I shall propose later in
the volume. But the kinds of critical scrutiny I have argued for challenges a
whole assemblage of values and actions “outside” of the institution of
schooling. And this is exactly the point, for if taken seriously, it must lead to
a set of commitments that may be wholly diﬀerent than those many of us
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commonsensically accept. It requires the progressive articulation of and
commitment to a social order that has at its very foundation not the accumulation of goods, proﬁts, and credentials, but the maximization of economic,
social, and educational equality.
All of this centers around a theory of social justice. My own inclination is
to argue for something to the left of a Rawlsian stance. For a society to be
just it must, as a matter of both principle and action, contribute most to the
advantage of the least advantaged.22 That is, its structural relations must be
such as to equalize not merely access to but actual control of cultural, social,
and especially economic institutions.23 Now this would require more than
mere tinkering with the social engine, for it implies a restructuring of
institutions and a fundamental reshaping of the social contract that has supposedly bound us together. This theory of social justice which lies behind
such a program needs to be generated out of more than personal ideology.
It has its basis in a number of empirical claims as well. For example, the gap
between rich and poor in advanced corporate nations is increasing. The
distribution and control of health, nutritional, and educational goods and
services is basically unequal in these same industrialized nations.24 Economic
and cultural power is being increasing centralized in massive corporate
bodies that are less than responsive to social needs other than proﬁt. After
some initial gains, the relative progress of women and many minoritized
groups is either stagnant or slowly atrophying. Because of these and other
reasons, I am more and more convinced that these conditions are “naturally” generated out of a particular social order. As I shall document in this
volume, our educational dilemmas, the unequal achievement, the unequal
returns, the selective tradition and incorporation, are also “naturally” generated out of this social arrangement. It may be the case that these institutions
are organized and controlled in such a way as to require rather large-scale
changes in their relationships if progress is to be made in eliminating any of
these conditions.
I realize that this is rather controversial, to say the least. Nor do I expect
that everyone will accept all that I have written here. However, I did not
ﬁrst come to the position that our educational issues are at root ethical,
economic, and political and then search for documentation of it. Rather,
and this is important, I have been convinced by evidence available to all of
us if we are willing to search and to question, if we can learn to analyze
hegemony. In fact this is part of the program I would like to explicate here.
One thing should be clear, this program requires a good deal of plain old
hard “intellectual” work, as well. It involves more than a modicum of
reading, study, and honest debate in areas many of us have only a limited
background in. We are unused to looking at educational activity ethically,
politically, and economically, not to say critically, given the very diﬃcult
(and time-consuming and emotionally draining) nature of being a decent
educator. This task is made even more diﬃcult because of what might be
called the politics of knowledge distribution. That is, the kinds of tools and
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frameworks I have noted here are not readily distributed by the prevailing
institutions of cultural preservation and distribution like schools and mass
media. These critical traditions are themselves victims of selective tradition.
If my arguments here and elsewhere in this volume about the nature of
whose knowledge gets into schools are correct, this may be unfortunate but
it is to be expected. However, if we do not take it upon ourselves to master
these traditions, to relearn them, we ignore the fact that the kinds of institutional and cultural arrangements which control us were built by us. They
can be rebuilt as well.
I have argued so far that any serious appraisal of the role of education in
a complex society must have as a major part of its program at least three
elements. It needs to situate the knowledge, the school, and the educator
him or herself within the real social conditions which “determine” these
elements. I have also argued that this act of situating needs to be guided by
a vision of social and economic justice if it is to be meaningful. Hence, I
have also maintained that the position of educator is neutral neither in the
forms of cultural capital distributed and employed by schools nor in the
economic and cultural outcomes of the schooling enterprise itself. These
issues are best analyzed through the concepts of hegemony, ideology, and
selective tradition, and can only be fully understood through a relational
analysis.
As was mentioned, however, there is an evolving tradition of educational
scholarship that wants to take this program of relational analysis seriously.
Let us now look at it and what this volume examines in somewhat more
detail.

Educational Scholarship and the Act of “Situating”
In his preface to the English translation of Karl Mannheim’s classic work,
Ideology and Utopia, Louis Wirth states that “The most important
things … we can know about a man is what he takes for granted, and
the most elemental and important facts about a society are those that are
seldom debated and generally regarded as settled.”25 That is, to gain
insight, to understand, the activity of men and women of a speciﬁc
historical period, one must start out by questioning what to them is
unquestionable. As Marx would say, one does not accept the illusions of
an epoch, the participants’ own commonsense appraisals of their intellectual and programmatic activities (though these are important to be
sure); rather, the investigator must situate these activities in a larger arena
of economic, ideological, and social conﬂict.
As I noted, education as a ﬁeld of study does not have a strong tradition
of such “situating.” In fact, if one were to point to one of the most
neglected areas of educational scholarship, it would be just this, the critical
study of the relationship between ideologies and educational thought and
practice, the study of the range of seemingly commonsense assumptions that
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guide our overly technically minded ﬁeld. Such critical scholarship would
lay bare the political, social, ethical, and economic interests and commitments
that are uncritically accepted as “the way life really is” in our day-to-day life
as educators.
The study of the interconnections between ideology and curriculum and
between ideology and educational argumentation has important implications for the curriculum ﬁeld and for educational theory and policy in
general. For as I shall argue throughout this volume, we need to examine
critically not just “how a student acquires more knowledge” (the dominant
question in our eﬃciency minded ﬁeld), but “why and how particular
aspects of the collective culture are presented in school as objective, factual
knowledge.” How, concretely, may oﬃcial knowledge represent ideological
conﬁgurations of the dominant interests in a society? How do schools
legitimate these limited and partial standards of knowing as unquestioned
truths? These questions must be asked of at least three areas of school life: (1) how
the basic day to day regularities of schools contribute to students learning these ideologies; (2) how the speciﬁc forms of curricular knowledge both in the past and now
reﬂect these conﬁgurations; and (3) how these ideologies are reﬂected in the fundamental perspectives educators themselves employ to order, guide, and give meaning to
their own activity.
The ﬁrst of these questions refers to the hidden curriculum in
schools—the tacit teaching to students of norms, values, and dispositions
that goes on simply by their living in and coping with the institutional
expectations and routines of schools day in and day out for a number of
years. The second question asks us to make educational knowledge itself
problematic, to pay much attention to the “stuﬀ” of the curriculum,
where knowledge comes from, whose knowledge it is, what social
groups it supports, and so on. The ﬁnal query seeks to make educators
more aware of the ideological and epistemological commitments they
tacitly accept and promote by using certain models and traditions—say, a
vulgar positivism, systems management, structural-functionalism, a process of social labeling, or behavior modiﬁcation—in their own work.
Without an understanding of these aspects of school life, one that connects them seriously to the distribution, quality, and control of work,
power, ideology, and cultural knowledge outside of our educational
institutions, educational theory and policy making may have less of an
impact than we might hope.
To be sure, there is a growing number of current examples of this act of
situating, of placing educational argumentation and techniques in a larger,
more comprehensive context. Certain historians of education such as Katz,
Karier, Kaestle, Feinberg, and others have given us pictures of the relationship between, say, bureaucratic, economic, and ideological interests and
schooling that are less self-congratulatory than some of our previously
accepted notions of our past. Added to this are the current analyses of both
the political economy of education and the possibilities of educational
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reform done by Bowles and Gintis, Carnoy and Levin, and others. Less
familiar perhaps, though equally as important, have been the relatively
recent sociological investigations of the ties between school knowledge and
such interests. All of these studies are guided, either tacitly or quite overtly,
by the belief that a more thorough and honest appraisal of educational issues
can be gained by placing them within a framework of competing conceptions of justice, of social and economic equality, and of what is and who
should have legitimate power.
For example, in a critical analysis of the sociology of education, The
Sociology of Education: Beyond Equality, Philip Wexler calls for a thoroughgoing reorientation of sociological research into schools.26 Drawing upon
some of the current European and American work on the relationship
between ideology and curriculum, and between schools and the creation of
inequality, he points out that to understand fully how schools function we
must study schools as institutions that “process knowledge,” as institutions
that serve an ideological function. The sociology of education is to become
the sociology of school knowledge, in large part. Curriculum scholarship,
sociological understanding, and the study of political and economic ideologies, hence, merge into a uniﬁed perspective that enables us to delve into
the place of schools in the cultural, as well as economic, reproduction of class
relations in advanced industrial society.
Wexler’s perception is quite provocative for a number of reasons. It
sees social and educational research as a political act in large measure,
something I will discuss in somewhat greater depth later in this volume.
It also asks us to focus on the knowledge and symbols schools and other
cultural institutions overtly and covertly give legitimacy to. This is not
to neglect the fact that schools, as the old saw goes, do not merely
“teach knowledge,” but they also “teach children.” Rather, it calls for
an understanding of how the kinds of symbols schools organize and
select are dialectically related to how particular types of students are
organized and selected, and ultimately stratiﬁed economically and
socially. And all of this is encompassed by a concern for power. Who
has it? Do certain aspects of schooling—the organization and selection of
culture and people (for that is what schools in fact do)—contribute to a
more equitable distribution of power and economic resources or do they
preserve existing inequalities? Whatever answer one gives to these questions, to understand how schools do this it is essential that one do two
things. First, one must see how schools operate ﬁrst hand. The
researcher must comprehend how the day-to-day regularities of “teaching and learning in schools” produce these results. Second, one must
have that peculiarly Marxist sensitivity to the present as history, to see
the historical roots and conﬂicts which caused these institutions to be
what they are today. Without this dual understanding, it is that much
more diﬃcult to comprehend completely the economic and cultural
“functions” of our educational institutions.
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One way to think about culture in society is to employ a metaphor of
distribution. That is, one can think about knowledge as being unevenly
distributed among social and economic classes, occupational groups, diﬀerent age groups, and groups of diﬀerent power. Thus, some groups have
access to knowledge distributed to them and not distributed to others. The
obverse of this is also probably true. The lack of certain kinds of knowledge—where your group stands in the complex process of cultural preservation and distribution—is related, no doubt, to the absence in that
group of certain kinds of political and economic power in society.
This relationship between cultural distribution and the distribution and
control of economic and political potency—or more clearly, the relationship between knowledge and power—is admittedly quite diﬃcult to
understand. Yet an understanding of how the control of cultural institutions
enhances the power of particular classes to control others can provide
needed insight into the way the distribution of culture is related to the
presence or absence of power in social groups.
Many, if not most, educators are somewhat unfamiliar with this problem.
We have tended to perceive knowledge as a relatively neutral “artifact.” We
have made of it a psychological “object” or a psychological “process”
(which it is in part, of course). In so doing, however, we have nearly totally
depoliticized the culture that schools distribute. Yet there is a growing body
of curriculum scholars and sociologists of education who are taking much
more seriously the questions of “whose culture?,” “What social group’s
knowledge?,” and “In whose interest is certain knowledge (facts, skills, and
propensities and dispositions) taught in cultural institutions like schools?” As
I have noted elsewhere27 the best examples of this work are found in some
recent volumes from England. Among them are books by Michael F. D.
Young, Richard Brown, Basil Bernstein, Michael Flude and John Ahier,
and Rachel Sharp and Anthony Green.28
The research program of these volumes and the perspective I am articulating here has been inﬂuenced by Raymond Williams’s assertion that education is not a product like bread or cards, but must be seen as a selection
and organization from all available social knowledge at a particular time.
Since this selection and organization involves conscious and unconscious
social and ideological choices, then a primary task of the curriculum scholarship is that of relating these principles of knowledge selection and organization to their institutional and interactional setting in schools, and then
to the wider arena of institutional structures that surround classrooms.29
These points mean a number of things when they are applied to what has
increasingly been called the sociology of school knowledge. It means that
for methodological reasons one does not take for granted that curricular
knowledge is neutral. Instead, one looks for social interests embodied in the
knowledge form itself. The points also imply that one must study the curriculum in use within schools. Instead of input-output studies of school
achievement, the researcher needs to “live” in classrooms, to see the
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complex forms of interaction that occur in classrooms. In this way, more
accurate pictures can be got of which particular “kinds” of students “get”
what particular kinds of knowledge and dispositions. This makes analyses of
the labeling process in schools of particular importance, obviously. Furthermore, one can see how knowledge is actually created and used in school
settings. Finally, the tacit teaching of a less overt, hidden curriculum can be
documented.
All of these data are important to our understanding of the kinds of and
ways schools act to distribute both popular and elite culture. Yet, in order
to take Williams’s argument most seriously a further step must be taken.
The researcher must think structurally or relationally. He or she must link
this process of cultural distribution back to questions of power and control
outside the school. Now this brings political and economic elements into
the heart of educational investigation. This is a rather signiﬁcant break with
past moments of social and educational scholarship, most of which (inaccurately) argued that their underlying position was apolitical and bore no
relationship to how power and resources were distributed in society. In fact,
while I shall explore this in greater detail in Chapter 2, the general position
being argued by those people concerned with, say, cultural reproduction
and economic reproduction is that research into school knowledge, and
more general forms of educational research, is at least tacitly a political act.
However, at the same time that they argue for political commitment, they
want to argue against one particular political aﬃliation that has come to
dominate educational policy and curriculum discourse, that of the liberal
tradition.
Actually, some of the similarities among those individuals concerned with
a more critical appraisal of the school as a reproductive force can be seen in
just this, their treatment of liberal educational theory, with its reliance on
science, neutrality, and education as a form of social amelioration. As Feinberg notes, for example, one major weakness of liberal theory arises from its
inability to see events as signs of serious structural issues. It turns educational
concerns into administrative “problems” rather than instances of economic,
ethical, and political conﬂict.30
Though there are diﬀerences among them, those people who, like
myself, have sought to situate school phenomena within their social and
economic context seem to agree on one important thing. Most major
aspects of a liberal view of both society and education need to be questioned. While this view is certainly neither homogeneous nor unitary, nor is
it the only basis upon which educational and curricular policy is generated,
liberalism as a form of social amelioration is focused upon because its
“assumptions and dimensions have penetrated patterns of educational practice more decisively than any other ideology.”31 Liberal educational
policy—with its ethic of individual achievement based supposedly on
merit—is seen as a language of justiﬁcation, as an ideological form, rather
than a fully accurate description of how education functions. While it does
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describe certain aspects of schooling (certain individuals and groups do
achieve well in school), it fails to see the connection between, say, the
“production” of certain kinds of people and knowledge on the one hand
and the reproduction of an unequal society which establishes the roles for
which these agents are produced on the other hand.
But what is it exactly that is being questioned?32
Perhaps the most single most important plank of the liberal ideology of
education is that education creates and sustains social change. This faith
rests on a number of critical assumptions … The ﬁrst is that schooling
critically aﬀects the level of economic growth and progress through its
link with technology. The level of technological growth is taken to
determine the level of economic growth and is itself seen to be
dependent on the level of schooling. The educational system provides
personnel both to push back the frontiers of technical knowledge and
to consolidate these advances and bring them into our everyday lives.
Through manpower planning, the apparent imperatives of the technical
production process exert pressure upon the school system to produce a
diversely skilled and qualiﬁed work force. The expansion and diﬀerentiation of educational institutions is underpinned by a belief in the
supportive role education can play in technological growth, and this has
led not only to the rapid growth of higher education in the 1960s but
also to the continuing stress on technical and business education.
The second assumption involves a view of education as capable of
redressing social inequalities, of overcoming—through the equalization
of educational opportunity—the unfair distribution of life chances. The
education system is seen as providing a ladder and an avenue for social
mobility, implementing objective selection procedures for the establishment of a meritocracy, in which the only qualiﬁcation for personal
advancement is “ability.” The education system becomes the key
mechanism of social selection, to the beneﬁt of both society and the
individual.
Finally, education and the culture it both produces and transmits are
viewed as independent and autonomous features in our society. Educational policies are directed towards the production of both knowledge and knowledgeable individuals through the sponsoring of
academic research and curriculum reform. The idealism within the
liberal tradition presents both culture and schooling as politically neutral
forces for social change.
In contradistinction to this set of assumptions about education and its relation to a social order, the cultural and educational apparatus are interpreted
as elements in a theory of social control by those individuals who are concerned with cultural and economic reproduction.33 Hence, challenges are
made to at least three interrelated notions: that the selection processes are
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neutral; that “ability” (rather than the socialization of students to socially
and economically related norms and values) is what schools actually do focus
on; and whether the schools are actually organized to teach technical curricular skills and information to all students so that each person has an equal
chance at economic rewards.
Thus, as one instance, as people such as Bowles and Gintis have pointed
out and as I shall argue later on, schools may not be geared to select and
produce neutrally a “diversely skilled and qualiﬁed work force.” Rather
they seem to be less concerned with the distribution of skills than they are
with the distribution of norms and dispositions which are suitable to one’s
place in a hierarchical society. But we must be quite careful here not to
overstate this case in too deterministic a way, for not all of these liberal
assumptions are totally incorrect. As I shall show in Chapter 2, for instance,
education is linked to technical growth, but in a more complex and ultimately less just and equitable way than we might commonsensically think.
For this very linkage between technical knowledge and schooling helps
generate, not reduce, inequality. Taken together, though, these kinds of criticisms that are marshaled against the liberal tradition provide the underlying
framework for a more critical analysis of schooling and the conventional
“wisdom” that guides it. They all involve the claim that a good deal of
curricular and more general educational theory has acted as a set of ideological blinders that prevents a more serious and searching inquiry into both
the unequal institutional structures of American society and the relationship
between the school and these structures.
Yet how can something that seeks so fervently to help—as liberal educational theory and practice so clearly seek to do—be an ideological form
that covers the reality of domination? After all, very few educators set out to
do less than provide services for their clientele. Can their motives, their
actions, be so ideologically laden? In order to unpack this problem, the very
notion of ideology is signiﬁcant here and requires some further treatment.

On the Nature of Ideology
What ideology means is problematic usually. Most people seem to agree
that one can talk about ideology as referring to some sort of “system” of
ideas, beliefs, fundamental commitments, or values about social reality, but
here the agreement ends.34 The interpretations diﬀer according to both the
scope or range of the phenomena which are presumably ideological and the
function—what ideologies actually do for the people who “have” them.
Interpretations of the scope of ideology vary widely. The phenomena under
it can be grouped into at least three categories: (1) quite speciﬁc rationalizations or justiﬁcations of the activities of particular and identiﬁable occupational groups (e.g., professional ideologies); (2) broader political programs
and social movements; and (3) comprehensive world-views, outlooks, or
what Berger and Luckmann and others have called symbolic universes.
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Functionally, ideology has been evaluated historically as a form of false
consciousness which distorts one’s picture of social reality and serves the
interests of the dominant classes in a society. However, it has also been
treated, as Geertz puts it, as “systems of interacting symbols” that provide
the primary ways of making “otherwise incomprehensible social situations
meaningful,”35 that is, as inevitable creations that are essential and function
as shared conventions of meaning for making a complex social reality
understandable.
These distinctions about the function of ideology are, of course, no more
than ideal types, poles between which fall most positions on the question of
what ideology is and what it does. Both ideal typical positions do grow
from traditions, though, and have their modern proponents. The former,
what has been called the “interest theory” of ideology, rooted as it is in the
Marxist tradition, perceives ideology’s primary role as the justiﬁcation of
vested interests of existing or contending political, economic, or other
groups. The latter pole, the tradition of “strain theory,” with Durkheim and
Parsons as its more well-known proponents, most often takes as ideology’s
most important function its role of providing meaning in problematic
situations, as giving a usable “deﬁnition of the situation,” if you will, in this
way making it possible for individuals and groups to act.
Even with these rather divergent orientations, there seems to be some
common ground among those concerned with the problem of ideology in
that ideology is usually taken to have three distinctive features. It always
deals with legitimation, power conﬂict, and a special style of argument.
McClure and Fischer describe each of these characteristics quite clearly.36
(1) Legitimation—Sociologists seem to agree that ideology is concerned with legitimation—the justiﬁcation of group action and its
social acceptance. This holds whether writers speak of rationalization
of vested interests, attempts to “maintain a particular social role,” or
justiﬁcatory, apologetic … activity concerned with the establishment
and defense of patterns of belief. In each case, writers treat as a primary issue the legitimation of how an activity is socially organized.…
When the basic assumptions underlying a social arrangement seem to
be seriously challenged, the resulting need for legitimation may well
take the form of concern with the sacred … “Ideology seeks to
sanctify existence by bringing it under the dominion of the ultimately
right principles.”
(2) Power Conﬂict—All of the sociological literature links ideology
to conﬂicts between people seeking or holding power. But some writers have in mind power, or politics, in a narrower sense, and others in
a wider sense. In the narrower sense, these terms refer to a society’s
formal distribution of authority and resources which by and large takes
place within one realm—the sphere of politics. In a broader sense,
power and politics involve any sphere of activity, and all of its aspects
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that deal with the allocation of rewards … Power conﬂict is always at
stake in ideological disputes, whether or not those involved expressly
acknowledge that dimension.
(3) Style of Argument—Many writers note that quite a special
rhetoric, and a heightened aﬀect, mark the argumentation that takes
place in the realm of ideology … The rhetoric is seen to be highly
explicit and relatively systematic … At least two reasons may account
for the distinctive rhetoric.
First, the fundamental importance of the assumptions at issue to the
very survival of a group creates a strain toward more articulate explication of assumptions which mark the group alone, in order to reinforce solidarity and agreement among its members. Conversely, there
would seem to be a tendency to articulate the assumptions which are
shared—or which are compatible—with those contained in rival
thought systems. In this case, explicitness is a tactic which seeks to
persuade, to mobilize support, or to convert outsiders.
Second, any explication of the assumptions and ideas implicit in a
mode of organizing activity is likely to disguise the vague quality of
these assumptions and ideas when they are used in practice.

These varied characteristics of ideology have important implications for
analysis of both liberal theory and of education as a hegemonic form, for we
shall have reason to see how the language and world-view of science, eﬃciency, “helping,” and the abstracted individual perform these ideological
functions for the curriculum ﬁeld shortly. One can see from this relatively
brief discussion, though, that ideology cannot be treated as a simple phenomenon. Nor can it be employed merely as a bludgeon with which one
hits an opponent over the head (Aha, your thought is no more than ideology and can be ignored) without losing something in the process. Rather,
any serious treatment of ideology has to contend with both its scope and its
function, with its dual role as a set of rules that give meaning and its
rhetorical potency in arguments over power and resources.37
For example, in later chapters I shall examine the role played by the
dominant models of management, evaluation, and research in curriculum. I
shall explore how each of them seems to help give meaning to, helps
organize, our activity as educators in ways we tend to think are both basically economically and culturally neutral and helpful, how these dominant
models and traditions serve rhetorical functions by giving funding agencies
and “the public” a vision of our seeming sophistication, and, ﬁnally, how
these models at the same time disguise the real values, interests, and social
functioning which underpin them. Both scope and function will have to be
joined here to make headway.
Again, the most helpful way of thinking through the complex characteristics, the scope and varied functions, of ideology is found in the concept of
hegemony. The idea that ideological saturation permeates our lived
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experience enables one to see how people can employ frameworks which
both assist them in organizing their world and enable them to believe they
are neutral participants in the neutral instrumentation of schooling (as we
shall see much of the language employed by educators in fact does), while at
the same time, these frameworks serve particular economic and ideological
interests which are hidden from them. As Wexler noted, in order to see
how this happens we shall have to weave curricular, socio-political, economic, and ethical analyses together in such a way as to show the subtle
connections which exist between educational activity and these interests.
In the chapters that follow, I shall begin this task by examining in greater
detail the three major areas of inquiry that I argued in the second section of
this preliminary chapter were essential to a complete understanding of the
relationship between ideology and school experience. These were: (1) the
basic regularities of school experience and what covert ideological teaching
goes on because of them; (2) what ideological commitments are embedded
within the overt curriculum; and (3) the ideological, ethical, and valuative
underpinnings of the ways we ordinarily think about, plan, and evaluate
these experiences. The chapters will proceed in a somewhat dialectical
fashion—when necessary reiterating and making more subtle certain critical
arguments, building upon previous ones, and at times oﬀering concrete
suggestions for action on the part of educators.
The latter point, the oﬀering of concrete suggestions, illuminates a
contradiction in this volume of which I am only too well aware. By the
very fact that I write this book as an educator speaking to other educators,
and no doubt to a group of interested social scientists, policy analysts, and
philosophers as well, I am aware of being caught. For while a person
engages in serious critical analysis, he or she still may have an ethical
obligation to make life more livable, more poetic and meaningful, for the
students who live in the institutions I analyze here. Thus, there are ameliorative reforms incorporated throughout this volume. Some of them are
concerned with student rights, others concerned with the use of more
ethical and politically conscious modes of curriculum research, and still
others which suggest more honest forms of curriculum. These are given
cautiously, almost reluctantly, though they are also important tactically.
For action on them can lead to clariﬁcation of the real possibilities of
altering aspects of school life and, perhaps most importantly, a need for
further, more structurally oriented, collective action. Yet, they are also
given in the hope that other educators will travel the path that has taken
me, personally, from a concern for ethical and poetic understanding in
curriculum to what is hopefully the beginnings of a more mature search
for a just social order that will enable such understanding to be a constitutive part of our experience once again.
As the table of contents brieﬂy indicates, the chapters which follow
cover the relationship between, on the one hand, ideology, politics, and
economics and, on the other hand, both the overt and hidden curriculum,
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and dominant educational theories. The ﬁrst major area or issue (how the
basic regularities or hidden curriculum of schools represent and teach
ideological conﬁgurations) is dealt with within Chapters 2, 3, and 5. The
second area (the relationship between ideology and overt curricular
knowledge itself) is analyzed in Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5. The ﬁnal issue
(how ideological, political, ethical, and economic commitments are
reﬂected in our theories and ameliorative policies and practices) is examined in Chapters, 4, 6, 7, and 8. In this way, the reader is given a fairly
thorough opportunity to see how the larger society has a major impact on
such things as educational theories, the apparent and not so apparent
knowledge that schools teach, and the modes of evaluation and amelioration
that schools employ.
We shall ﬁrst examine the school’s role in the creation and recreation of
hegemony in students. Once this is clear, then we shall examine how
hegemony operates “in the heads” of “intellectuals” like educators. The
individual chapters will go about these tasks in the following ways:
Chapter 2, “Ideology and Cultural and Economic Reproduction,” provides greater depth in the traditions which now dominate curriculum discourse. It focuses more clearly on the sociology and economics of
curriculum by analyzing the role of the curriculum in the interplay between
cultural and economic reproduction. The chapter will explore the linkages
between access to and the lack of distribution of “legitimate” knowledge
and the recreation of cultural and economic inequality by examining some
of the role of schooling in technical growth.
Chapter 3, “Economics and Control in Everyday School Life” (with
Nancy King), looks at the other side of the coin. By focusing on the social
relations and informal curricula, as well as the formal curricula of schooling,
it illuminates the ideological or hegemonic teaching that goes on simply by
students living in schooling for extended periods of time. The chapter has
two elements. It provides a brief historical analysis of how certain kinds of
school knowledge with an avowed interest in social control became the
underlying framework for organizing day-to-day school life. Second, it
oﬀers empirical evidence of kindergarten experience to document the
role of the school in teaching economic and ideological knowledge and
dispositions that have quite conservative outcomes.
Chapter 4, “Curricular History and Social Control” (with Barry
Franklin) seeks to take seriously the importance of having a “sensitivity
to the present as history” by further investigating the ways in which
these conservative traditions, especially a commitment to consensus and
like-mindedness, entered the ﬁeld. This chapter continues and considerably deepens the brief historical examination done in the previous
section of the book. It probes into the roots of the concrete social and
economic forces and commitments that provided the ideological context
for the selection of the principles and practices that still dominate the
curriculum ﬁeld and education in general.
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Chapter 5, “The Hidden Curriculum and the Nature of Conﬂict,” will
examine the social interests still embodied in the dominant forms of curricular knowledge found in schools today, interests which mirror a number of
the ideological presuppositions analyzed in Chapter 4. It analyzes overt
knowledge in the widely accepted curriculum proposals and material in
science and social studies, paying particular attention again to the ideology
of consensus that pervades school knowledge and to the lack of distribution
of more politically powerful curricular knowledge. It is a study in how the
selective tradition operates to maintain an eﬀective dominant culture.
Chapter 6, “Systems Management and the Ideology of Control,” turns
our inquiry toward how hegemony operates at the bottom of educators’
heads by delving into the role of management ideologies in organizing
schools and selecting curricular knowledge. It points out both their essential
lack of ethical, social, and economic neutrality and their use as mechanisms
of political quiescence, consensus, and social control.
Chapter 7, “Commonsense Categories and the Politics of Labeling,”
continues the investigation into the ideological saturation of educators’
consciousness. It focuses on how the cultural capital of dominant groups
results in the employment of categories which “blame the victim,” the
child, rather than the school or society which generates the material conditions for failure and success. It documents how, through a complex process
of social labeling, schools play a fundamental role in distributing diﬀerent
kinds of knowledge and dispositions to diﬀerent kinds and classes of people.
This chapter analyzes the way school labels act and how they are generated
out of ideological presuppositions. It presents a neo-Marxist analytic framework for linking together school knowledge, labels, and the institutions that
surround the school by showing how deviance, “achievement problems,”
and so on are “naturally generated” out of the everyday functioning of the
institution.
Chapter 8, “Beyond Ideological Reproduction,” attempts to clarify the
roles—political as well as educational—that might be played if we are to
counter some of the cultural and economic forces analyzed in this volume.
It points again to the importance of understanding the complex interrelationships that exist between schools and aspects of cultural as well as
economic reproduction for adequate action to be taken. The chapter
suggests a number of paths for further research into the problem of the
sociology and economics of school knowledge. It concludes with a redeﬁnition of the educator, one which is not based on the understandings
generated from the role of abstract individual, but one which is rooted
instead in the deﬁnition of an organic intellectual whose understanding
and action are joined by active involvement against hegemony. Such
understanding and action is made even more visible in the additions of
Chapters 9–12. Let us continue with the quest for just such an adequate
understanding now.
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Ideology and Cultural and
Economic Reproduction

Cultural and Economic Reproduction
Many economists and not a few sociologists and historians of education
have a peculiar way of looking at schools. They envision the institution of
schooling as something like a black box. One measures input before students enter schools and then measures output along the way or when
“adults” enter the labor force. What actually goes on within the black
box—what is taught, the concrete experience of children and teachers—is
less important in this view than the more global and macro-economic
considerations of rate of return on investment, or, more radically, the
reproduction of the division of labor. While these are important considerations, perhaps especially that dealing, as I noted in Chapter 1, with the role
of the school as a reproductive force in an unequal society, by the very
nature of a vision of school as a black box, they cannot demonstrate how
these eﬀects are built within schools. Therefore, these individuals are less
precise than they could be in explaining part of the role of cultural institutions in
the reproduction they want to describe. Yet, as I shall argue here, such cultural
explanations need to be got at; but it requires a diﬀerent but often complementary
orientation than the ones these and other scholars employ.
There is a unique combination of elite and popular culture in schools. As
institutions they provide exceptionally interesting, and politically and economically potent, areas for the investigation of mechanisms of cultural distribution in a society. Thinking of schools as mechanisms of cultural
distribution is important since, as the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci
noted, a critical element in enhancing the ideological dominance of certain
classes is the control of the knowledge preserving and producing institutions
of a particular society.1 Thus, the “reality” that schools and other cultural
institutions select, preserve, and distribute may need to be particularized, in
Mannheim’s2 words, so that it can be seen as a particular “social construction”
which may not serve the interests of every individual and group in society.
Now it has become something of a commonplace in recent sociological
and educational literature to speak of reality as a social construction. By this,
these scholars, especially those of a phenomenological bent, mean two
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things. (1) Becoming a person is a social act, a process of initiation in which
the neophyte accepts a particular social reality as reality tout court, as the way
life “really is.” (2) On a larger scale, the social meanings which sustain and
organize a collectivity are created by the continuing patterns of commonsense interaction of people as they go about their lives.3 Now this insertion
of the social element back into what has increasingly become a psychological problem in Anglo-Western society is certainly an improvement over
the view of many educators who hold that the patterns of meanings which
people use to organize their lives and attempt to transmit through their
cultural institutions are independent of social or ideological inﬂuences. The
notion that there is a “social construction of reality” is a bit too general,
however, and not as helpful as we might think in understanding the relationships that exist between cultural institutions, particularly schools, and
the framework and texture of social and economic forms in general. As
Whitty succinctly puts it,4
The overemphasis on the notion that reality is socially constructed
seems to have led to a neglect of the consideration of how and why
reality comes to be constructed in particular ways and how and why
particular constructions of reality seem to have the power to resist
subversion.
Thus, the general principle of the social construction of reality does not
explain why certain social and cultural meanings and not others are distributed through schools; nor does it explain how the control of the
knowledge preserving and producing institutions may be linked to the
ideological dominance of powerful groups in a social collectivity.
The opposite principle, that knowledge is not related in any signiﬁcant
way to the organization and control of social and economic life, is also
problematic, of course, though this may be a surprise to many curriculum
theorists. This is best stated by Raymond Williams in his critical analysis of
the social distribution of culture.5
The pattern of meanings and values through which people conduct
their whole lives can be seen for a time as autonomous, and as evolving
within its own terms, but it is quite unreal, ultimately, to separate this
pattern from a precise political and economic system, which can extend
its inﬂuence into the most unexpected regions of feeling and behavior.
The common prescription of education, as the key to change, ignores
the fact that the form and content of education are aﬀected, and in
some cases determined, by the actual systems of [political] decision and
[economic] maintenance.
Both Whitty and Williams are raising quite diﬃcult issues about what might
be called the relationship between ideology and school knowledge, yet the
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context is generally British. It should not surprise us that there is a rather
extensive history of dealing with issues concerning the connections between
culture and control on the Continent and in England. For one thing, they
have had a less hidden set of class antagonisms than the USA. That the
tradition of ideological analysis is less visible in American educational and
cultural scholarship speaks to two other concerns though, the ahistorical
nature of most educational activity and the dominance of an ethic of amelioration through technical models in most curriculum discourse.6 The
ahistorical nature of the ﬁeld of curriculum is rather interesting here.
Anyone familiar with the intense argumentation both within and on the
fringes of the Progressive Education Association during its history soon
realizes that one of the major points of contention among progressive educators was the problem of indoctrination. Should schools, guided by a vision
of a more just society, teach a particular set of social meanings to their students? Should they concern themselves only with progressive pedagogical
techniques, rather than espouse a particular social and economic cause?
Questions of this type “plagued” democratically minded educators in the past
and the controversy continues, though in a diﬀerent vocabulary, to this day.
In fact, as Stanwood Cobb, one of the early organizers of the Progressive
Education Association, has stated, many progressive educators throughout
the early decades of this century were quite cautious about even raising the
question of what actual content should be taught and evaluated in schools.
They often preferred to concern themselves primarily with teaching methods, in part because the determination of curriculum was perceived as
inherently a political issue which could split the movement.7 Cobb’s estimation of the larger structural causes behind these educators’ choice of
arenas in which to act may or may not be historically accurate. The fact
remains though that, at least phenomenologically, many educators recognized that the culture preserved and distributed by schools as well as other
institutions was not necessarily neutral. They perceived their own actions as
often stemming from that recognition. Unfortunately, as I noted, these
recurring historically signiﬁcant issues have not informed current curriculum
argumentation in the United States as much as they have in, say, England
and France. Yet, as we also saw, there is a growing recognition that schools
in advanced industrial societies like our own may serve certain social classes
rather well and other classes not well at all. Thus, I can think of few areas of
investigation more pressing than that which seeks to uncover the linkages
between meaning and control in our cultural institutions.
While I cannot present a fully worked out theory of culture and control
at this time (though individuals such as Raymond Williams, Pierre Bourdieu, and Basil Bernstein have begun such a task),8 I would like to do a
number of things here. First, I want to provide a deeper discussion of the
basic framework of assumptions under which the recent work on the relationship between ideology and school experience operates. This will be
compared to the traditions which now predominate in curriculum research
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today. I will, then, take one aspect of the argument about the linkages
between curriculum and ideological and economic structure and will outline
some general propositions about it. These propositions should be seen more
as hypotheses than as ﬁnal proof, and will undoubtedly require historical,
conceptual, and empirical—to say nothing of comparative—investigations to
demonstrate their fruitfulness. These hypotheses will concern the relationship
between what curricular knowledge is accorded high status in our society and
its economic and cultural eﬀects. I shall argue that it is diﬃcult to think
through the past and present problems of the form and content of curriculum
without attempting to uncover the complex nexus linking cultural and economic reproduction together. Let us begin by brieﬂy examining the extant
traditions—as ideal types—that tend to provide the assumptive background of
a good deal of current curriculum work.

The Achievement and Socialization Traditions
A large proportion of educational and curriculum theories and scholarship
today derive their programmatic impetus and their logical warrant from the
various psychologies of learning now available. While Schwab and others
have demonstrated that it is a logical error to attempt to derive a theory of
curriculum (or pedagogy) from a theory of learning9—something all too
many curriculum theorists still do not seem to realize—there is another
diﬃculty that is more germane to my own discussion here. As I shall
demonstrate more fully later, the language of learning tends to be apolitical
and ahistorical, thus hiding the complex nexus of political and economic
power and resources that lies behind a considerable amount of curriculum
organization and selection. In brief, it is not an adequate linguistic tool for
dealing with what must be a prior set of curriculum questions about some
of the possible ideological roots of school knowledge. In their simplest
aspects, these questions can be reduced to the following issues: “What is
actually taught in schools?”; “What are the manifest and latent social functions of the knowledge that is taught in schools?”; “How do the principles
of selection and organization that are used to plan, order, and evaluate that
knowledge function in the cultural and economic reproduction of class
relations in an advanced industrial society like our own?”10 These questions
are not usually part of the language game of psychology. Let us examine the
conceptual framework, the board, on which language games of this type are
played just a bit further.
There seem to have been two rather distinct ways educators (and psychologists, sociologists, and economists) have investigated school knowledge. One has centered around the issue of academic achievement. The
second has been less concerned with questions of achievement than with
the role of schools as socialization mechanisms.11
In the academic achievement model, curricular knowledge itself is not
made problematic. Rather the knowledge that ﬁnds its way into schools is
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usually accepted as given, as neutral, so that comparisons can be made
among social groups, schools, children, etc. Thus, academic performance,
diﬀerentiation, and stratiﬁcation based on relatively unexamined presuppositions of what is to be construed as valuable knowledge are the
guiding interests behind the research. The focus tends to be on determining the variables that have a major impact on an individual’s or
group’s success or failure in school, such as the “adolescent subculture,”
the unequal distribution of educational resources, or, say, the social
background of the students. The social goal is maximizing academic
productivity.
Unlike the academic achievement model, the socialization approach does
not necessarily leave school knowledge unexamined. In fact, one of its primary interests is in exploring the social norms and values that are taught in
school. However, because of this interest, it restricts itself to the study of
what might be called “moral knowledge.” It establishes as given the set of
societal values and inquires into how the school as an agent of society
socializes students into its “shared” set of normative rules and dispositions.
Robert Dreeben’s well-known little book, On What Is Learned in Schools, 12
can provide an excellent example here.
These approaches are not totally wrong, of course, and have in the past
contributed to our understanding of schools as cultural and social mechanisms, though perhaps not always in the way the approaches intended. In
fact, one advantage of the extended accounts of, say, socialization by Dreeben and others is that they enhance our ability to illuminate what is taken
for granted as common sense, as given, for such an approach to actually be
accepted as a cogent explanation at all.13 As such, they point beyond themselves to the nature of meaning and control in schools. What they tacitly
accept and, hence, fail to question is important for, on closer inspection,
each of these two research traditions is problematic in its own way. The
academic achievement model, inﬂuenced more and more strongly by
managerial concerns of technical control and eﬃciency, has begun to
neglect the actual content of the knowledge itself, thus failing to take seriously the possible connection between economics and the structure of
school knowledge other than to argue, say, the importance of the “production” of students with strong disciplinary aﬃliations if “democracy is to
be kept strong,” and so on. The socialization tradition, while insightful in
its own way, focuses on social consensus and on the parallels that exist
between the “given” values of a larger collectivity and educational institutions. It, thus, ignores to a very large extent the political and economic
context in which such social values function and by which certain sets of
social values become the (by whose deﬁnition?) dominant values.14 Furthermore, both almost totally disregard some of the latent functions of the
form and content of the school curriculum. And this is exactly what the
tradition of what has come to be called the “sociology of school knowledge”
wants to inquire into.15
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The Sociology and Economics of School Knowledge
A fundamental starting point in this third and more critical tradition is that
articulated by Young in his argument that there is a “dialectical relationship
between access to power and the opportunity to legitimize certain dominant categories, and the processes by which the availability of such categories to some groups enables them to assert power and control over
others.”16 Thus, to put it another way, the problematic involves examining
how a system of unequal power in society is maintained, and partly recreated, by means of the “transmission” of culture.17 The school, as a rather
signiﬁcant agent of cultural and economic reproduction (after all, every
child goes to it and it has important eﬀects as both a credentialing and
socializing institution), becomes an important institution here, obviously.
Like the socialization tradition, the focus of these investigations has been
on how a society stabilizes itself. What is the place of schools in maintaining
the way economic and educational goods and services are controlled, produced, and distributed? However, these questions are guided by a more
critical posture than, say, Dreeben. For much of these individuals’ commitment to this particular kind of problem stems from an aﬃliation with
socialist movements. They begin with something similar to the position I
took in Chapter 1. This is broadly like a Rawlsian theory of justice: i.e., for
a society to be truly just, it must maximize the advantage of the least
advantaged.18 Thus, any society which increases the relative gap between,
say, rich and poor in the control of and access to cultural and economic
“capital” (as recent economic reports show ours does, for instance) needs to
be questioned. How is this inequality made legitimate? Why is it accepted?
As Gramsci would put it, how is this hegemony maintained?
For many of these researchers, this seeming social and ideological stability
is seen in part “as relying upon the deep and often unconscious internalization by the individual of the principles which govern the existing
social order.”19 However, these principles are not perceived as being neutral. They are seen as intimately interconnected with economic and political
stratiﬁcation.
For example, in the American, British, and French analyses currently
being done by Bowles and Gintis, Bernstein, Young, and Bourdieu, the
individual’s underlying perception of the social order of which he or she is a
part provides the locus of understanding. Thus, to take one instance, in the
words of a British commentator on Bowles and Gintis’s interesting but too
mechanistic book,20 “In the work of Bowles and Gintis emphasis is given to
the importance of schooling in forming the diﬀerent personality types
which correspond to the requirements of a system of work relations within
an economic mode of production.”21 In this way, for Bowles and Gintis,
not only does education allocate individuals to a relatively ﬁxed set of
positions in society—an allocation of positions determined by economic and
political forces—but the process of education itself, the formal and hidden
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curriculum, socializes people to accept as legitimate the limited roles they
ultimately ﬁll in society.22
Other similarly oriented scholars take a comparable stance in examining
the eﬀect schools may have on the formation of the consciousness of individuals. Thus, for instance, Basil Bernstein has argued that, to a signiﬁcant
extent, “through education the individual’s ‘mental structures’ (i.e., categories of thought, language and behavior) are formed, and that these mental
structures derive from the social division of labor.”23 In France, the investigation of the relationship between cultural reproduction and economic
reproduction is being carried out in a parallel vein by Bourdieu. He analyzes
the cultural rules, what he calls the habitus, that link economic and cultural
control and distribution together.24
Bourdieu focuses on the student’s ability to cope with what might be
called “middle class culture.” He argues that the cultural capital stored in
schools acts as an eﬀective ﬁltering device in the reproduction of a hierarchical society. For example, schools partly recreate the social and economic hierarchies of the larger society through what is seemingly a neutral
process of selection and instruction. They take the cultural capital, the
habitus, of the middle class, as natural and employ it as if all children have
had equal access to it. However, “by taking all children as equal, while
implicitly favoring those who have already acquired the linguistic and social
competencies to handle middle-class culture, schools take as natural what is
essentially a social gift, i.e. cultural capital.”25 Bourdieu asks us, hence, to
think of cultural capital as we would economic capital. Just as our dominant
economic institutions are structured so that those who inherit or already
have economic capital do better, so too does cultural capital act in the same
way. Cultural capital (“good taste,” certain kinds of prior knowledge, abilities, and language forms) is unequally distributed throughout society and
this is dependent in large part on the division of labor and power in that
society. “By selecting for such properties, schools serve to reproduce the
distribution of power within the society.”26 For Bourdieu, to understand
completely what schools do, who succeeds and who fails, one must not see
culture as neutral, as necessarily contributing to social progress. Rather, one
sees the culture tacitly preserved in and expected by schools as contributing
to inequality outside of these institutions.
Behind these points, hence, is an argument that states that we shall have
to recognize that, like poverty, poor achievement is not an aberration. Both
poverty and curricular problems such as low achievement are integral products of the organization of economic, cultural, and social life as we know
it.27 I shall have more to say about seeing many curriculum problems, such
as achievement, as “naturally produced” by our institutions shortly, when
we consider the formal corpus of school knowledge further in the next
section of this analysis.
Given arguments of this type, then, what is it that this third tradition is
basically saying?28
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The assumption underlying most of the “reproduction” theories is that
education plays a mediating role between the individual’s consciousness
and society at large. These theorists maintain that the rules which
govern social behavior, attitudes, morals and beliefs are ﬁltered down
from the macro level of economic and political structures to the
individual via work experience, educational processes and family
socialization. The individual acquires a particular awareness and perception of the society in which he lives. And it is this understanding
and attitude towards the social order which [in large part] constitute
his consciousness.
Schools, therefore, “process” both knowledge and people. In essence, the
formal and informal knowledge is used as a complex ﬁlter to process people,
often by class; and, at the same time, diﬀerent dispositions and values are
taught to diﬀerent school populations, again often by class (and sex and
race). In eﬀect, for this more critical tradition, schools latently recreate cultural and economic disparities, though this is certainly not what most school
people intend at all.
Let me pause here to clarify one thing: this is not to maintain that either
culture or consciousness is mechanistically determined (in the strong sense
of that term) by economic structure. Rather, it seeks to bring to a level of
awareness and make historically and empirically problematic the dialectical
relationship between cultural control and distribution and economic and
political stratiﬁcation.29 Our ordinary perceptions—ones taken from the
achievement and socialization models—hence, are bracketed. The “cognitive interest” underlying the research program is to look relationally, if you
will, to think about school knowledge as being generated out of ideological
and economic conﬂicts “outside” as well as “inside” education. These conﬂicts and forces set limits on (not mechanistically determine) cultural
responses. This requires subtlety, not appraisals which argue for a one-toone correspondence between institutional life and cultural forms. Neither all
curricula nor all culture are “mere products” of simple economic forces.30
In fact, I want to note a critical caveat at this point. There is an obvious
danger here, one that should not go unrecognized. To make the actual
“stuﬀ” of curriculum problematic, to hold what currently counts as legitimate knowledge up to ideological scrutiny, can lead to a rather vulgar
brand of relativism. That is, to see overt and hidden curricular knowledge as
social and historical products ultimately tends to raise questions about the
criteria of validity and truth we employ.31 The epistemological issues that
might be raised here are not uninteresting, to say the least. However, the
point behind these investigations is not to totally relativize either our
knowledge or our criteria for warranting its truth or falsity (though the
Marxist tradition has a long history of just this debate as the controversy
between, say, Adorno and Popper documents. We have much to learn from
the epistemological and political issues raised by this debate, by the way.)32
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Rather, as I just mentioned, the methodological dictum is to think relationally or structurally. In clearer terms, one should look for the subtle
connections between educational phenomena, such as curriculum, and the
latent social and economic outcomes of the institution.
These points are obviously similar to those often associated with the critical
theorists of the Frankfurt School who have argued that the context in which
we perceive social facts, the general way we conceptually organize our world,
may hide the fact that these seemingly commonsensical appearances serve
particular interests.33 But these interests cannot merely be assumed; they need
to be documented. In order to lay some of the foundation of this documentation, we shall need to turn to some of the hypotheses that I mentioned earlier I would suggest. We shall need to explore how cultural
distribution and economic power are intimately intertwined, not just in the
teaching of “moral knowledge” as in some of the reproduction theorists, but
in the formal corpus of school knowledge itself.

On the Problem of High Status Knowledge
The discussion in the previous sections of this chapter centered on deepening our understanding of the general political, economic, and conceptual
arguments that those people interested in the problem of ideology and
curriculum have focused upon. It compared this critical tradition to the
current achievement and socialization models predominant in the ﬁeld. I
should now like to take one aspect of the relationship between cultural
distribution and economic power and explore it further. I want to employ
this critical framework to engage in some speculations about how certain
knowledge—particularly that knowledge which is considered to be most
prestigious in schools—may in fact be linked to economic reproduction. In
essence, I want to begin to think through some of the issues associated with
the distribution of knowledge and the creation of inequality that people like
Bourdieu, Bernstein, Young, and others have sought to raise. At the forefront of our minds, I think, should be Bourdieu’s point that I noted in the
last section. If you want to understand how cultural and economic-political
forms work in tandem, then think of both as aspects of capital.
In order to delve into the connections between these forms, I shall be
using the language of cultural “transmissions,” in eﬀect treating cultural
artifacts and knowledge as if they were things. However, the notion of “as
if” must be understood as exactly that, as a metaphor for dealing with a
much more complex process in which, say, students do not merely take in
information, cultural attributes, etc., but rather they also transform (and
sometimes reject) these expected dispositions, propensities, skills, and facts
into biographically signiﬁcant meanings.34 Thus, while the act of treating
knowledge as a thing makes for ease of discussion, a methodological simpliﬁcation if you will, it needs to be understood as just such a simplifying
act. (The fact that it is usually considered a thing in our society does of
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course point to its reiﬁcation as a commodity in advanced industrial
societies.)35
Once again, one of Michael F. D. Young’s arguments is helpful as a
beginning here. He states that:36
those in positions of power will attempt to deﬁne what is taken as
knowledge, how accessible to diﬀerent groups any knowledge is, and
what are accepted relationships between diﬀerent knowledge areas and
between those who have access to them and make them available.
Though this is undoubtedly more related to how hegemony acts to saturate
our consciousness and is not always or even necessarily a conscious process of
manipulation and control, and hence may be a bit overstated, it does raise
the issue of the relative status of knowledge and its accessibility. For within
this statement is a proposition that might entail something like the following. The possession of high status knowledge, knowledge that is considered
of exceptional import and is connected to the structure of corporate
economies, is related to and in fact seems to entail the non-possession by
others. In essence, high status knowledge “is by deﬁnition scarce, and its
scarcity is inextricably linked to its instrumentality.”37
This is an exceptionally critical point and needs to be gone into a bit
further. I have argued that schools do not merely “process” people but that
they “process” knowledge as well. They enhance and give legitimacy to
particular types of cultural resources which are related to unequal economic
forms. In order to understand this, we want to think about the kinds of
knowledge that schools take as the most important, that they want to
maximize. I shall deﬁne this as technical knowledge, not to denigrate it, but
to diﬀerentiate it from, say, aesthetics, physical grace, and so on. The conception of the maximization of technical knowledge is a useful principle, I
think, to begin to unpack some of the linkages between cultural capital and
economic capital.38
Our kind of economic system is organized in such a way that it can
create only a certain amount of jobs and still maintain high proﬁt levels for
corporations. In essence, the economic apparatus is at its most eﬃcient when
there is a (measured) unemployment rate of approximately 4–6 per cent
(though we know that this is a notoriously inaccurate measure to which
must also be added both the issues of much higher rates for blacks, high
levels of underemployment and the unpaid work of many women in the
home). To provide useful work for these individuals would require cutting
into acceptable rates of return, and would probably require at least the
partial reorganization of so called “market mechanisms” which apportion
jobs and resources. Because of this it would not be a misplaced metaphor
to describe our economic system as naturally generating speciﬁable levels of
under and unemployment.39 We can think of this model as one which is
primarily concerned with the maximization of the production of proﬁt
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and only secondarily concerned with the distribution of resources and
employment.
Now a similar model seems to hold true when we think about knowledge in its relationship to such an economy. A corporate economy requires
the production of high levels of technical knowledge to keep the economic
apparatus running eﬀectively and to become more sophisticated in the
maximization of opportunities for economic expansion. Within certain
limits, what is actually required is not the widespread distribution of this
high status knowledge to the populace in general. What is needed more is
to maximize its production. As long as the knowledge form is continually
and eﬃciently produced, the school itself, at least in this major aspect of its
function, is eﬃcient. Thus, certain low levels of achievement on the part of
“minority” group students, children of the poor and so on, can be tolerated.
It is less consequential to the economy than is the generation of the
knowledge itself. Once again, production of a particular “commodity” (here
high status knowledge) is of more concern than the distribution of that
particular commodity. To the extent that it does not interfere with the
production of technical knowledge, then concerns about distributing it
more equitably can be tolerated as well.
Thus, just as in the “economic market place” where it is more eﬃcient to
have a relatively constant level of unemployment, to actually generate it
really, so do cultural institutions “naturally” generate levels of poor
achievement. The distribution or scarcity of certain forms of cultural capital
is of less moment in this calculus of values than the maximization of the
production of the particular knowledge itself.
This, I think, goes a long way in partially explaining the economic role of
the debate on standards and open enrollment at universities. It also clariﬁes
some of the reasons schools and curricula seem to be organized toward
university life in terms of the dominance of subject centered curricula and
the relative prestige given to diﬀering curricula areas. This relationship
between economic structure and high status knowledge might also explain
some of the large disparities we see in levels of funding for curricular
innovations in technical areas and, say, the arts.
The structure of discipline movement provides an interesting example of
a number of these points about power and culture. The discipline-centered
approach was not a serious challenge to the traditional view of curriculum.
Rather it was an argument that a particular commodity—here academic
knowledge—by a particular community was not being eﬀectively “marketed” in schools.40 Even when it was accepted by most school people as
the most important curricular knowledge and was given large doses of federal support to assist its adoption in schools, competing power claims were
evident about what was to be high status knowledge.
For instance, substantial funding was given to mathematics and science
curriculum development while less was given to the arts and humanities.
This occurred then and still occurs now for two possible reasons. First is the

Ideology & Cultural & Economic Reproduction

37

question of economic utility. The beneﬁts of maximizing the production of
scientiﬁc and technical knowledge are easily visible and, at least at the time,
seemed relatively non-controversial. Second, high-status knowledge appears
to be discrete knowledge. It has a (supposedly) identiﬁable content and
(again supposedly) stable structure41 that are both teachable and, what is
critically important, testable. The arts and humanities have obviously been
seen to be less amenable to such criteria, supposedly because of the very
nature of their subject matter. Thus, one has a twofold, nearly circular
proposition working here. High status knowledge is seen as macro-economically
beneﬁcial in terms of long run beneﬁts to the most powerful classes in society;
and the socially accepted deﬁnitions of high status knowledge preclude
consideration of nontechnical knowledge.
It is important to note the stress on macro-economic considerations.
Obviously, television repair is a subject which, if learned well, may provide
economic beneﬁts to its user. However, the economy itself will not be
unduly impaired if this is not accorded prestige status. In fact, if Braverman’s
analysis is correct—that our economic structure requires the continual division and breaking down of complex skills into less complex and more
standardized skills—economic control may be helped by the lack of prestige
given to such craftsmanship. The same does not seem to hold true for
technical knowledge.42
We have two levels working here again. The constitutive or underlying
social and economic rules make it essential that subject-centered curricula
be taught, that high status be given to technical knowledge. This is in large
part due to the selection function of schooling. Though this is more complex than I can go into here, it is easier to stratify individuals according to
“academic criteria” when technical knowledge is used. This stratiﬁcation or
grouping is important in large part because not all individuals are seen as
having the ability to contribute to the generation of the required knowledge form. Thus, the cultural content (legitimate or high status knowledge)
is used as a device or ﬁlter for economic stratiﬁcation,43 thereby enhancing
the continued expansion of technical knowledge in an economy like ours,
as well. At the same time, however, one might expect that within this
constitutive framework, educators would be relatively free to respond
(or not to respond) to more immediate economic pressures such as career
education and so forth.
In short, one major reason that subject-centered curricula dominate most
schools, that integrated curricula are found in relatively few schools, is at
least partly the result of the place of the school in maximizing the production of high status knowledge. This is closely interrelated with the school’s
role in the selection of agents to ﬁll economic and social positions in a
relatively stratiﬁed society that the analysts of the political economy of
education have sought to portray.
With Young, I have suggested here that some of the relations among
who controls rewards and power in a society, the patterns of dominant
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values, and the organization of cultural capital can best be uncovered by
focusing on the stratiﬁcation of knowledge. It would not be illogical to
claim that, based on what I have argued here, generally, any attempt to
make substantive alterations in the relationship between high status and low
status knowledge, by, say, making diﬀerent knowledge areas equal, will tend
to be resisted. This would also probably mean that attempts to use diﬀerent
criteria to judge the relative value of diﬀerent curricular areas will be looked
at as illegitimate incursions, as threats to that particular “order.”44
Examples of this are not diﬃcult to ﬁnd in the area of evaluation. For
instance, the usual way one evaluates the success of curricula is by employing a technical procedure, by comparing input with output. Were test
scores raised? Did the students master the material? This is, of course, the
achievement model I described earlier. When educators or policy analysts
want to evaluate in another, less technical way, by looking at the “quality”
of that curricular experience or by raising questions about the ethical nature
of the relationships involved in the interaction, they can be rather easily
dismissed. Scientiﬁc and technical talk in advanced industrial societies has
more legitimacy (high status) than ethical talk. Ethical talk cannot be easily
operationalized within an input-output perspective. And, ﬁnally, “scientiﬁc”
criteria of evaluation give “knowledge,” while ethical criteria lead to purely
“subjective” considerations. This has important implications for our view of
ourselves as neutral and will become of increasing signiﬁcance when we
analyze how “science” functions in education later on.
A current example might be helpful here. After massive reanalysis of
studies relating schooling to mobility, Jencks, in Inequality, concluded that it
was quite diﬃcult to generalize about the roles schools play in increasing
one’s chances at a better future.45 Thus, he notes that it might be wiser to
focus less on mobility and achievement and more on the quality of a student’s actual experience in classrooms, something with strangely (though
pleasantly) Deweyan overtones. However, Jencks’s argument that we must
pay greater attention to the quality of life within our educational institutions
had its roots in ethical and political considerations and was dismissed rather
readily. His criteria for making that statement were perceived as being illegitimate. They had little validity within the particular set of language games
of which evaluation partakes, and, hence are accorded little status.46
Notice something else about what this insistence on technical criteria
does. It makes both the kinds of questions raised, and the answers given to
them, the province of experts, those individuals who possess the knowledge
already. In this way, the relative status of the knowledge is linked to the
kinds of questions deemed acceptable, which in turn seems to be linked to
its non-possession by other individuals. The form of the questions becomes an
aspect of cultural reproduction since these questions can only be answered
by experts who already have had the technical knowledge distributed to them.
The stratiﬁcation of knowledge in this case again involves the stratiﬁcation of
people, though less on an economic level here.
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Hegemony and Reproduction
All of this is quite involved, obviously, and rather diﬃcult to untangle, I
know. While our understanding of these knotty relationships is still tentative, it does raise anew one of the questions I referred to before. Given the
subtle connections in this process of the generation of cultural as well as
economic reproduction, how and why do people accept it? Hence, the
question of hegemony, of ideological stability, that is raised by the reproduction theorists emerges once more.47 For it is here than the research of
Bowles and Gintis, Bernstein, Bourdieu, and others on the social reproduction of the values, norms, and dispositions transmitted by the cultural
apparatus of a society oﬀers part of an explanation. One form of reproduction (through “socialization” and what has been called the hidden curriculum), which we shall examine in the next three chapters, complements
another (the formal corpus of school knowledge), each of which seems to
have ties to economic inequality. It is in the interplay between curricular
knowledge—the stuﬀ we teach, the “legitimate culture”—and the social
relations of classroom life that the reproduction theorists describe, that we
can begin to see some of the real relations schools have to an unequal
economic structure.
Again notice what I am saying, for it constitutes part of an argument
against the conspiracy theories so popular in some revisionist critiques of
schooling. This process of reproduction is not caused (in the strong sense of
that concept) by an elite group of managers who sat or now sit around
tables plotting ways to “do in” their workers at both the workplace and the
school. While as we shall see in Chapter 4, such an account may accurately
describe some aspects of why schools do what they do,48 it is not a suﬃcient
explanation of the nexus of forces that actually seem to exist. I am arguing,
instead, that given the extant economic and political forms which now
provide the principles upon which so much of our everyday lives are organized, this reproductive process is a “logical necessity” for the continued
maintenance of an unequal social order. The economic and cultural unbalance
follows “naturally.”49
This may make it hard for educators such as ourselves to deal with the
problem. We may, in fact, have to take seriously the political and economic
commitments that guide the reproduction theorists. Serious educational
analysis may require a more coherent theory of the social and economic
polity of which we are a part. While I have explored cultural mechanisms
here, it is just as essential to remember Raymond Williams’s point that
neither culture nor education are free-ﬂoating. To forget that is to neglect a
primary arena for collective actions and commitment.
Some of this economic concern is summarized by Henry Levin. In a
review of the eﬀects of large-scale educational interventions by the government to try to reduce economic inequality through reforms in curriculum
and teaching, he concludes that:50
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Educational policies that are aimed at resolving social dilemmas that
arise out of the basic malfunctioning of the economic, social and political institutions of the society are not amenable to solution through
educational policy and reform. The leverage available to the most
benevolent educational reformer and policy specialist is limited by the
lack of a constituency for change and the overwhelming momentum of
the educational process in the direction of social reproduction of the
existing polity. And, there is a deleterious result in our eﬀorts if educational attempts to change society tend to direct attention away from
the focus of the problem by creating and legitimating the ideology that
schools can be used to solve problems which did not originate in the
educational sector.

Yet once again, we must be cautious of this kind of approach, for it can lead
us back to viewing schools as little black boxes once more. And that is what
we rejected at the outset.

Some Concluding Questions
I want to stop here, knowing full well that much more could be and needs
to be said about the topics I have raised. For example, in order to go further
with the relationship between high status knowledge and an “external”
social order, one would have to inquire into the history of the concomitant
rise of new classes of social personnel and the growth of new types of
“legitimate” knowledge.51 These issues obviously require much more
thought to be given to the conceptual problem of the dialectical relationship between cultural control and social and economic structure. How does
each aﬀect the other? What role does an educational system itself play in
deﬁning particular forms of knowledge as high status? What role does it play
in helping to create a credentialing process based on the possession (and
non-possession) of this cultural capital, a credentialing system that provides
numbers of agents roughly equivalent to the needs of the division of labor
in society? These questions imply something important I think, for this
relationship is not a one-way street. Education is both a “cause” and an
“eﬀect” here. The school is not a passive mirror, but an active force, one that
also serves to give legitimacy to economic and social forms and ideologies so
intimately connected to it.52 And it is just this action which needs to be
unpacked.
Questions of this type are not usually asked in curriculum of course.
However, we need to remember that these concerns are not something
totally new to the discourse surrounding American education. In fact, we
must not see this kind of sociologically and economically inclined curriculum scholarship as being an attempt to carry on any “reconceptualization”
of the curriculum ﬁeld, though that name has been applied to some recent
analysts of power and school knowledge.53 Rather, the questions which
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guide this work need to be seen as having rather deep roots in the curriculum ﬁeld, roots we may have unfortunately forgotten given the ahistorical
nature of education.
We need only recall what stimulated the early social reconstructionists in
education (Counts, Smith-Stanley-Shores, and others) to begin to realize that
one of the guiding themes in past curriculum work has been the role schools
fulﬁll in the reproduction of an unequal society. While these individuals may
have been much too optimistic in viewing schools as powerful agencies in
redressing this imbalance, and while a number of them ultimately backed
away from large-scale structural alterations in our polity,54 the principle of
examining the linkages between cultural and economic institutions is a valued
part of our past. It is time to make it our present and future, as well.
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Economics and Control in
Everyday School Life
with Nancy King

As we saw in the last chapter, schools seem to contribute to inequality in
that they are tacitly organized to diﬀerentially distribute speciﬁc kinds of
knowledge. This is in large part related both to the role of the school in
maximizing the production of technical cultural “commodities” and to the
sorting or selecting function of schools in allocating people to the positions
“required” by the economic sector of society. As we are beginning to
understand more fully, though, schools also play a rather large part in distributing the kinds of normative and dispositional elements required to
make this inequality seem natural. They teach a hidden curriculum that
seems uniquely suited to maintain the ideological hegemony of the most
powerful classes in this society. As the reproduction theorists argued in
Chapter 2, ideological and social stability rests in part on the internalization,
at the very bottom of our brains, of the principles and commonsense rules
which govern the existing social order. This ideological saturation will
undoubtedly be more eﬀective if it is done early in one’s life. In schools this
means the earlier the better, in essence from day one in kindergarten. The
principles and rules that are taught will give meaning to students’ situations
(schools are, in fact, organized in such a way as to maintain these deﬁnitions) and at the same time will also serve economic interests. Both elements
of an eﬀective ideology will be present.
Let us begin to look at this more carefully by ﬁrst laying to rest some of
the arguments made by the more romantic critics of schooling that these
ideological conﬁgurations are taught in schools because teachers do not care
enough. Then we can see what economically rooted norms and dispositions
are actually taught in institutions of cultural preservation and distribution
like schools.

Schooling and Cultural Capital
One of the least attractive arguments in recent years has been that schools
are relatively unexciting, boring, or what have you, because of mindlessness.1 The argument has it that schools covertly teach all those things
that humanistic critics of schools so like to write and talk about—behavioral
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consensus, institutional rather than personal goals and norms, alienation
from one’s products, etc.—and that they do so because teachers, administrators,
and other educators do not really know what they are doing.
However, such a perspective is misleading at best. In the ﬁrst place, it is
thoroughly ahistorical. It ignores the fact that schools were in part designed
to teach exactly these things. The hidden curriculum, the tacit teaching of
social and economic norms and expectations to students in schools, is not as
hidden or “mindless” as many educators believe. Second, it ignores the
critical task schools perform as the fundamental set of institutions in
advanced industrial societies that certiﬁes adult competence. It pulls schools
out of their setting within a larger and much more powerful nexus of economic and political institutions that give schools their meaning. That is, just
as in their role in the maximization of the production of technical knowledge, schools seem, by and large, to do what they are supposed to do, at
least in terms of roughly providing dispositions and propensities “functional”
in later life in a complex and stratiﬁed social and economic order.
While there is no doubt that mindlessness does exist other than in Charles
Silberman’s mind, it is not an adequate descriptive device—any more than
venality or indiﬀerence—in explaining why schools are so resistant to
change or why schools teach what they do.2 Nor is it an appropriate conceptual tool to ferret out what, precisely, is taught in schools or why some
social meanings and not others are used in the organization of school life.
Yet, it is not just school critics who present too simple an analysis of the
social and economic meaning of schools. All too often, the social meaning
of school experience has been accepted as unproblematic by sociologists of
education, or as problems merely of engineering by curriculum specialists
and other programmatically inclined educators. The curriculum ﬁeld, more
particularly than other educational areas, has been dominated by a perspective that might best be called “technological,” in that the major interest
guiding its work has involved ﬁnding the one best set of means to reach
pre-chosen educational ends.3 As I pointed out, against this relatively ameliorative and uncritical background, a number of sociologists and curriculum
scholars, inﬂuenced strongly by the sociology of knowledge in both its
Marxist (or neo-Marxist) and phenomenological variants, have begun to
raise serious questions about the lack of attention to the relationship
between school knowledge and extra-school phenomena. We saw that a
fundamental starting point in these investigations has been well articulated
by Michael Young when he notes that there is a “dialectical relationship
between access to power and the opportunity to legitimize certain dominant categories, and the process by which the availability of such categories
to some groups enables them to assert power and control over others.”4 In
essence, just as there is a relatively unequal distribution of economic capital
in society, so too is there a similar distribution of cultural capital.5 In
advanced industrial societies, schools are particularly important as distributors of this cultural capital, and they play a critical role in giving
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legitimacy to categories and forms of knowledge. The very fact that certain
traditions and normative “content” are construed as school knowledge is
prima facie evidence of their perceived legitimacy.
I want to argue here that the problem of educational knowledge, of what
is taught in schools, has to be considered as a form of the larger distribution
of goods and services in a society. It is not merely an analytic problem (what
shall be construed as knowledge?), nor simply a technical one (how do we
organize and store knowledge so that children may have access to it and
“master” it?), nor, ﬁnally, is it a purely psychological problem (how do we
get students to learn x?). Rather, the study of educational knowledge is a
study in ideology, the investigation of what is considered legitimate knowledge (be it knowledge of the logical type of “that,” “how,” or “to”) by
speciﬁc social groups and classes, in speciﬁc institutions, at speciﬁc historical
moments. It is, further, a critically oriented form of investigation, in that it
chooses to focus on how this knowledge, as distributed in schools, may
contribute to a cognitive and dispositional development that strengthens or
reinforces existing (and often problematic) institutional arrangements in
society. In clearer terms, the overt and covert knowledge found within
school settings, and the principles of selection, organization, and evaluation
of this knowledge, are value-governed selections from a much larger universe of possible knowledge and selection principles. Hence they must not
be accepted as given, but must be made problematic—bracketed, if you
will—so that the social and economic ideologies and the institutionally
patterned meanings which stand behind them can be scrutinized. The latent
meaning and the conﬁguration that lies behind the commonsense acceptability of a position may be its most important attributes. And these hidden
institutional meanings and relations are almost never uncovered if we are
guided only by amelioration.6 As Kallos has noted, any educational system
has both manifest and latent “functions.” These need to be characterized
not only in educational (or learning) terms but, more importantly, in politico-economic terms. In short, discussions about the quality of educational
life are relatively meaningless if the “speciﬁc functions of the educational
system are unrecognized.”7
If much of the literature on what schools tacitly teach is accurate, then
the speciﬁc functions may be more economic than intellectual.
In this chapter, I would like to focus on certain aspects of the problem of
schooling and social and economic meaning. I shall look at schools as institutions that embody collective traditions and human intentions which, in
turn, are the products of identiﬁable social and economic ideologies. Thus,
our starting point might best be phrased as the question: “Whose meanings
are collected and distributed through the overt and hidden curricula in
schools?” That is, as Marx was fond of saying, reality does not stalk around
with a label. The curriculum in schools responds to and represents ideological and cultural resources that come from somewhere. Not all groups’
visions are represented and not all groups’ meanings are responded to. How,
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then, do schools act to distribute this cultural capital? Whose reality “stalks”
in the corridors and classrooms of American schools?
I shall focus on two areas. First, I shall oﬀer a description (one that will be
considerably deepened in Chapter 4) of the historical process through which
certain social meanings became particularly school meanings and thus have
the weight of decades of acceptance behind them. Second, I shall oﬀer
empirical evidence, from a study of kindergarten experience, to document
the potency and staying power of these particular social meanings. Finally, I
shall raise the question of whether piecemeal reforms, to deal with eliminating these ideological meanings, be they oriented humanistically or in
other directions, can succeed alone.
The task of dealing with sets of meanings in schools has traditionally
fallen upon the curriculum specialist. Historically, however, this concern for
meanings in schools by curriculists has been linked to varied notions of
social control. This should not surprise us. It should be obvious, though it is
usually not so, that questions about meanings in social institutions tend to
become questions of control.8 That is, the forms of knowledge (both overt
and covert kinds) one ﬁnds within school settings imply notions of power
and of economic resources and control. The very choice of school knowledge, the act of designing school environments, though they may not be
done consciously, are often based on ideological and economic presuppositions which provide commonsense rules for educators’ thought and action.
Perhaps the links between meaning and control in schools will become
clearer if we reﬂect on a relatively abbreviated account of the history of
curriculum.

Meaning and Control in Curriculum History
The British sociologist Bill Williamson argues that men and women “have
to contend with the institutional and ideological forms of earlier times as the
basic constraints on what they can achieve.”9 If this notion is to be taken
seriously, then one must understand what is provided and taught in schools
in historical terms. As Williamson notes, “Earlier educational attitudes of
dominant groups in society still carry historical weight and are exempliﬁed
even in the bricks and mortar of the school buildings themselves.”10
If we are to be honest with ourselves, we must acknowledge that the
curriculum ﬁeld has its roots in the soil of social control. Its intellectual
paradigm ﬁrst took shape in the early part of this century, and became an
identiﬁable set of procedures for the selection and organization of school
knowledge—procedures to be taught to teachers and other educators. At
that time, the fundamental concern of the people in the curriculum ﬁeld
was that of social control. Part of this concern is understandable. Many of
the important ﬁgures who inﬂuenced the curriculum ﬁeld (such as Charles
C. Peters, Ross Finney, and especially David Snedden) had interests that
spanned both the ﬁeld of educational sociology and the more general
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problems of what should actually happen in schools. The idea of social
control was of growing importance in the American Sociological Society at
that time, and was an idea which seemed to capture both the imagination
and energy of many of the nation’s intelligentsia, as well as of powerful
segments of the business community. It is, therefore, not diﬃcult to see
how it also captured those ﬁgures who wore two hats, who were both
sociologists and curriculum workers.11
But an interest in schooling as a mechanism for social control was not
merely borrowed from sociology. The individuals who ﬁrst called themselves curriculists (men like Franklin Bobbitt and W. W. Charters) were
vitally concerned with social control for ideological reasons as well. These
men were strongly inﬂuenced by the scientiﬁc management movement and
by the work of social measurement specialists;12 they were also guided by
beliefs that found the popular eugenics movement a “progressive” social
force. Thus, they brought social control into the very heart of the ﬁeld
whose task it was to develop criteria for selecting those meanings with
which students would come into contact in our schools.
This is not, of course, to say that social control in and of itself is always
undesirable. Social life without some element of control is nearly impossible
to envisage, if only because of the fact that institutions, qua institutions, tend
to respond to the regularities of human interaction. Rather, there was historically a speciﬁc set of assumptions—of commonsense rules—about school
meanings and control that strongly inﬂuenced early curriculum workers.
They not only assumed that organized society must maintain itself through
the preservation of some of its valued forms of interaction and meaning (a
quite general and wholly understandable “weak” sense of social control).
They also had, deeply embedded in their ideological perspective, a “strong”
sense of control. Here, education in general, and the everyday meanings of
the curriculum in schools in particular, were seen as essential elements in the
preservation of existing social privilege, interests, and knowledge, which
were the prerogatives of one element of the population, maintained at the
expense of less powerful groups.13 As we shall see in considerably more
detail in Chapter 4, more often this took the form of attempting to guarantee expert and scientiﬁc control in society, to eliminate or “socialize”
unwanted racial or ethnic groups or their characteristics, or to produce an
economically eﬃcient group of citizens, in order to, as C. C. Peters put it,
reduce the maladjustment of workers to their jobs. This latter interest, the
economic substratum of everyday school life, becomes of particular importance when, later in this chapter, we look at what schools teach about work
and play.
Of course, social control as an idea or interest did not originate with the
early curriculum movement’s attempts to use school knowledge for rather
conservative social ends. Social control was an implied aim of a large
number of ameliorative social and political programs carried out during the
nineteenth century by both state and private agencies. It had been their
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intention, too, that order, stability, and the imperative of industrial growth
might be maintained in the face of a variety of social and economic changes.14 As Feinberg’s analysis of the ideological roots of liberal educational
policy demonstrates, even in this century many of the proposed “reforms,”
both in schools and elsewhere, have latently served the conservative social
interests of stability and social stratiﬁcation.15
The argument presented so far is not meant to debunk the eﬀorts of
educators and social reformers. Instead, it is an attempt to place the current
debate concerning the lack of humaneness in schools, the tacit teaching of
social norms, values, and so forth, within a larger historical context. Without such a context, we cannot fully understand the relationship between
what schools actually do and an advanced industrial economy like our own.
The best example of this context can be found in the changing ideological
functions of schooling in general and curricular meanings in particular.
Behind much of the debate about the role of formal education in the USA
during the nineteenth century lay a variety of concerns about the standardization of educational environments, about the teaching, through day-today school interaction, of moral, normative, and dispositional values, and
about economic functionalism. Today these concerns have been given the
name of the “hidden curriculum” by Philip Jackson16 and others. But it is
the very question of its hiddenness that may help us uncover the historical
relationship between what is taught in schools and the larger context of the
institutions that surround them.
We should be aware that, historically, the hidden curriculum was not
hidden at all, but was instead the overt function of schools during much of
their careers as institutions. During the nineteenth century, the increasing
diversity of political, social, and cultural attributes and structures “pushed
educators to resume with renewed vigor the language of social control and
homogenization that had dominated educational rhetoric from the earliest
colonial period.”17 As the century progressed, the rhetoric of reform—of
justifying one’s ideological position against other interest groups—did not
merely focus on the critical need for social homogeneity. Using schools as a
primary agency for inculcating values and for creating an “American community” was not enough. The growing pressures of modernization and
industrialization also created certain expectations of eﬃciency and functionalism among some classes and in an industrial elite in society as well. As
Vallance puts it, “to assertive socialization was added a focus on organizational eﬃciency.”18 Thus, the reforms having the greatest eﬀect on school
organization, and ultimately on the procedures and principles which governed life in classrooms, were dominated by the language of and an interest
in production, well-adjusted economic functioning, and bureaucratic skills.
In this process, the underlying reasons for reform slowly changed from an
active concern for consensus of values to an economic functionalism.19 But
this could occur only if the prior period, with its search for a standardized
national character, built in large part through the characteristics of schools,
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had both been accepted and perceived as successful. Thus, the institutional
outlines of schools with their relatively standardized day-to-day forms of
interaction provided the mechanisms by which a normative consensus could
be “taught.” And within these broad outlines, these behavioral regularities
of the institution, if you will, an ideological set of commonsense rules for
curriculum selection and for organizing school experience based on eﬃciency, economic functionalism, and bureaucratic exigencies took hold. The
former became the deep structure, the ﬁrst hidden curriculum, which
encased the latter. Once the hidden curriculum had become hidden, when
a uniform and standardized learning context had become established, and
when social selection and control were taken as given in schooling, only
then could attention be paid to the needs of the individual or other more
“ethereal” concerns.20
Thus, historically, a core of commonsense meanings, combining normative consensus and economic adjustment, was built into the very structure
of formal education. This is not to say that there have been no signiﬁcant
educational movements toward, say, education for self-development. But
rather, behind these preferential choices about individual needs there was a
more powerful set of expectations surrounding schooling which provided
the constitutive structure of school experience. As a number of economists
have recently noted, the most economically important “latent function” of
school life seems to be the selection and generation of personality attributes
and normative meanings that enable one to have a supposed chance at
economic rewards.21 As we saw, this is closely linked, as well, to the school’s
cultural role in maximizing the production of technical knowledge. Since the
school is the only major institution that stands between the family and the
labor market, it is not odd that, both historically and currently, certain social
meanings which have diﬀerential beneﬁts are distributed in schools.
But what are these particular social meanings? How are they organized and
displayed in everyday school life? It is these questions to which we now turn.

Ideology and Curriculum in Use
The larger concerns of the prior section with the relationship between
ideology and school knowledge, between meanings and control, tend to be
altogether too vague unless one can see them as forces in the activities of
school people and students, as they go about their particular lives in classrooms. As investigators of the hidden curriculum and others have noted, the
concrete modes by which knowledge is distributed in classrooms and the
commonsense practices of teachers and students can illuminate the connections
between school life and the structures of ideology, power, and economic
resources of which schools are a part.22
Just as there is a social distribution of cultural capital in society, so too is
there a social distribution of knowledge within classrooms. For example,
diﬀerent “kinds” of students get diﬀerent “kinds” of knowledge. Keddie
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documents this well in her study of the knowledge teachers have of their
students and the curricular knowledge then made available to them.23
However, although the diﬀerential distribution of classroom knowledge
does exist and although it is intimately linked to the process of social labeling that goes on in schools,24 (something I will document more clearly in
Chapter 7), it is less important to my analysis than what might be called the
“deep structure” of school experience. What underlying meanings are
negotiated and transmitted in schools behind the actual formal “stuﬀ” of
curriculum content? What happens when knowledge is ﬁltered through
teachers? Through what categories of normality and deviance is it ﬁltered?
What is the basic and organizing framework of the normative and conceptual knowledge that students actually get? In short, what is the curriculum
in use? It is only by seeing this deep structure that we can begin pointing out
how social norms, institutions, and ideological rules are continually sustained and mediated by the day-to-day interaction of commonsense actors,
as they go about their normal practices.25 This is especially true in classrooms. Social deﬁnitions about school knowledge—deﬁnitions that are both
dialectically related to and rest within the larger context of the surrounding
social and economic institutions—are maintained and recreated by the
commonsense practices of teaching and evaluation in classrooms.26
I shall focus on kindergarten here because it occupies a critical moment in
the process by which students become competent in the rules, norms,
values, and dispositions “necessary” to function within institutional life as it
now exists. Learning the role of student is a complex activity, one that takes
time and continual interaction with institutional expectations. By focusing
on how this occurs and on the content of the dispositions that are, both
overtly and covertly, part of kindergarten knowledge, we can begin to
illuminate the background knowledge children use as organizing principles
for much of the rest of their school career.
In short, the social deﬁnitions internalized during one’s initial school life
provide the constitutive rules for later life in classrooms. Thus, the elements
needing examination are what is construed as work or play, “school
knowledge” or merely “my knowledge,” normality or deviance. As we shall
see, the use of praise, the rules of access to materials, and the control of time
and emotions all make signiﬁcant contributions to the teaching of social
meanings in school. But, as we shall also see, it is the meanings attached to
the category of work which most clearly illuminate the possible place of
schools in the complex nexus of economic and social institutions which
surrounds us all.
Kindergarten experience serves as a foundation for the years of schooling
to follow. Children who have attended kindergarten tend to demonstrate a
general superiority in achievement in the elementary grades compared with
children who have not attended kindergarten. However, attempts to
determine exactly which teaching techniques and learning experiences
contribute most directly to the “intellectual and emotional growth” of
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kindergarten children have produced inconclusive results. Kindergarten
training appears to exert its most powerful and lasting inﬂuence on the
attitudes and the behavior of the children by acclimating them to a classroom environment. Children are introduced to their roles as elementary
school pupils in kindergarten classrooms; it is understanding and mastery of
this role which makes for the greater success of kindergarten-trained children
in elementary school.
Socialization in kindergarten classrooms includes the learning of norms
and deﬁnitions of social interactions. It is the ongoing development of a
working deﬁnition of the situation by the participants. In order to function
adequately in a social situation, those involved must reach a common
understanding of the meanings, limitations, and potential the setting aﬀords
for their interaction. During the ﬁrst few weeks of the school year, the
children and the teacher forge a common deﬁnition of the situation out of
repeated interaction in the classroom. When one common set of social
meanings is accepted, classroom activities will proceed smoothly. Most often
these common meanings remain relatively stable unless the ﬂow of events in
the setting ceases to be orderly.
We should understand that just as in our earlier discussion of the metaphor of cultural distribution, socialization is not a one-way process either.27
To some extent, the children in a classroom socialize the teacher as well as
becoming socialized themselves. However, the children and the teacher do
not have equal inﬂuence in determining the working deﬁnition of the
situation. On the ﬁrst day of school in a kindergarten classroom, the teacher
has a more highly organized set of commonsense rules than the children.
Since he or she also holds most of the power to control the events and
resources in the classroom, it is his or her set of meanings that is dominant.
Of course, even teachers are not free to deﬁne the classroom situation in
any way they choose. As we saw earlier in this chapter, the school is a wellestablished institution, and it may be that neither the teacher nor the children can perceive more than marginal ways to deviate to any signiﬁcant
extent from the commonsense rules and expectations that distinguish
schools from other institutions.
The negotiation of meanings in a kindergarten classroom is a critical
phase in the socialization of the children. The meanings of classroom objects
and events are not intrinsic to them, but are formed through social interaction. These meanings, as with other aspects of the deﬁnition of the
situation, may shift for a time. At some point, however, they become stable
and are not likely to be renegotiated unless the orderly ﬂow of events in
the classroom is disrupted.
Meanings of objects and events become clear to children as they participate in the social setting. The use of materials, the nature of authority, the
quality of personal relationships, the spontaneous remarks, as well as other
aspects of daily classroom life, all contribute to the child’s growing awareness of his or her role in the classroom and to his or her understanding of
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the social setting. Therefore, as was argued in Chapter 1, to understand the
social reality of schooling, it is necessary to study it in actual classroom settings. Each concept, role, and object is a social creation bound to the
situation in which it is produced. The meanings of classroom interaction
cannot be assumed; they must be discovered. The abstraction of these
meanings, together with the generalizations and insights drawn from them,
may be applicable to other contexts, but the researcher’s initial descriptions,
understandings, and interpretations require that the social phenomena be
encountered where they are produced, that is, in the classroom.28
Observation and interviewing of the participants in one particular public
school kindergarten classroom, one that was considered by many other
school people to be a model, revealed that the social meanings of events and
materials were established remarkably early in the school year. As with most
classroom settings, the socialization of the children was an overt priority
during the opening weeks of school. The four most important skills that the
teacher expected the children to learn during those opening weeks were to
share, to listen, to put things away, and to follow the classroom routine.
Thus, her statement of her goals for the children’s early school experiences
also constitutes her deﬁnition of socialized behavior in the classroom.
The children had no part in organizing the classroom materials and were
relatively impotent to aﬀect the course of daily events. The teacher made no
special eﬀort to make the children comfortable in the room, nor to reduce
their uncertainty about the schedule of activities. Rather than mediating
intrusive aspects of the environment, she chose to require that the children
accommodate themselves to the materials as presented. When the ongoing
noise of another class in the hallway distracted the children, for example,
the teacher called for their attention; however, she did not close the door.
Similarly, the cubby-holes where the children kept their crayons, smocks,
and tennis shoes were not labeled although the children had considerable
diﬃculty remembering which cubby-hole they had been assigned. In spite
of many instances of lost crayons and crying children, the teacher refused to
permit a student teacher to label the cubby-holes. She told the student
teacher that the children must learn to remember their assigned cubby-holes
because “that is their job.” When one girl forgot where her cubby-hole was
on the day after they had been assigned, the teacher pointed her out to the
class as an example of a “girl who was not listening yesterday.”
The objects in the classroom were attractively displayed in an apparent
invitation for the class to interact with them. Most of the materials were
placed on the ﬂoor or on shelves within easy reach of the children. However, the opportunities to interact with materials in the classroom were
severely circumscribed. The teacher’s organization of time in the classroom
contradicted the apparent availability of materials in the physical setting.
During most of the kindergarten session, the children were not permitted to
handle objects. The materials, then, were organized so that the children
learned restraint; they learned to handle things within easy reach only when
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permitted to do so by the teacher. The children were “punished” for
touching things when the time was not right and praised at moments when
they showed restraint. For example, the teacher praised the children for
their prompt obedience when, on being told to do so, they quickly
stopped bouncing basketballs in the gym; she made no mention of their
ball-handling skills.
The teacher made it clear to the children that good kindergarteners were
quiet and cooperative. One morning, a child brought two large stuﬀed dolls
to school and sat them in her assigned seat. During the ﬁrst period of large
group instruction, the teacher referred to them, saying, “Raggedy Ann and
Raggedy Andy are such good helpers! They haven’t said a thing all
morning.”
As part of learning to exhibit socialized behavior the children learned to
tolerate the ambiguity and discomfort of the classroom and to accept a
considerable degree of arbitrariness in their school activities. They were
required to adjust their emotional responses to conform to those considered
appropriate by the teacher. They learned to respond to her personally and
to the manner in which she organized the classroom environment.
After some two weeks of kindergarten experience, the children had
established a category system for deﬁning and organizing their social reality
in the classroom. Their interview responses indicated that the activities in
the classroom did not have intrinsic meanings; the children assigned meanings depending on the context in which each was carried on. The teacher
presented the classroom materials either as a part of instruction or, more
overtly, she discussed and demonstrated their uses to the class. This is critical. The use of a particular object—that is the manner in which we are
predisposed to act toward it—constitutes its meaning for us. In deﬁning
the meanings of the things in the classroom, then, the teacher deﬁned the
relationships between the children and the materials in terms of contextual
meanings bound to the classroom environment.
When asked about classroom objects, the children responded with
remarkable agreement and uniformity. The children divided the materials
into two categories: things to work with and things to play with. No child
organized any material in violation of what seemed to be their guiding
principle. Those materials that the children used at the direction of the
teacher were work materials. These included books, paper, paste, crayons,
glue, and other materials traditionally associated with school tasks. No child
chose to use these materials during “play” time, early in the school year.
The materials which the children chose during free time were labeled
play materials or toys. These included, among other things, games, small
manipulatives, the play house, dolls, and the wagon.
The meaning of classroom materials, then, is derived from the nature of
the activity in which they are used. The categories of work and play
emerged as powerful organizers of the classroom reality early in the school
year. Both the teacher and the children considered work activities more
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important than play activities. Information which the children said they
learned in school were all things that the teacher had told them during
activities they called “work.” “Play” activities were permitted only if time
allowed and if the children had ﬁnished their assigned work activities.
Observation data revealed that the category of work had several welldeﬁned parameters sharply separating it from the category of play. First,
work includes any and all teacher-directed activities; only free-time activities were called “play” by the children. Activities such as coloring, drawing,
waiting in line, listening to stories, watching movies, cleaning up, and
singing were called work. To work, then, is to do what one is told to do, no
matter the nature of the activity involved.
Second, all work activities, and only work activities, were compulsory.
For example, the children were required to draw pictures about speciﬁc
topics on numerous occasions. During singing, the teacher often interrupted
to encourage or exhort the children who were not singing or who were
singing too softly. Any choices permitted during work periods were circumscribed to the limits of accepted uniform procedure. During an Indian
dance, for example, the teacher allowed the “sleeping” children to snore if
they wanted. After a trip to the ﬁre station, all the children were required to
draw a picture, but each child was permitted to choose whatever part of the
tour he or she liked best as the subject of his or her picture. (Of course, it is
also true that each child was required to illustrate his or her favorite part of
the trip.) When introducing another art project the teacher said, “Today
you will make a cowboy horse. You can make your horse any color you
want, black or grey or brown.” At another time, she announced, with
great emphasis, that the children could choose three colors for the ﬂowers
they were making from cupcake liners. The children gasped with excitement and applauded. These choices did not change the principle that the
children were required to use the same materials in the same manner
during work periods. If anything, the nature of the choices emphasized the
general principle.
Not only was every work activity required, but every child had to start at
the designated time. The entire class worked on all assigned tasks simultaneously. Further, all the children were required to complete the assigned
tasks during the designated work period. In a typical incident, on the second
day of school, many children complained that they either could not or did
not want to ﬁnish a lengthy art project. The teacher said that everyone must
ﬁnish. One child, on asking if she could ﬁnish “next time,” was told, “You
must ﬁnish now.”
In addition to requiring that all the children do the same thing at the
same time, work activities also involved the children with the same materials and produced similar or identical products or attainments. During work
periods the same materials were presented to the entire class simultaneously,
and the same product was expected of each child. All the children were
expected to use work materials in the same way. Even seemingly inconsequential
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procedures had to be followed by every child. For example, after large-group
instruction on the second day of school, the teacher told the children, “Get a
piece of paper and your crayons, and go back to your seats.” One child, who got
her crayons ﬁrst, was reminded to get her paper ﬁrst.
The products or skills, which the children exhibited at the completion of
a period of work, were intended to be identical or, at least, similar. The
teacher demonstrated most art projects to the entire class before the children
got their materials. The children then tried to produce a product as
similar to the one the teacher had made as possible. Only those pieces of
artwork which were nearly identical to the product the teacher made as
demonstration were saved and displayed in the classroom.
Work periods, as deﬁned by the children, then, involved every child
working simultaneously, at the same activity, with the same materials, and
directed to the same ends. The point of work activities was to do them, not
necessarily to do them well. By the second day of school, many children
hastily ﬁnished their assigned tasks in order to join their friends playing with
toys. During music, for example, the teacher exhorted the children to sing
loudly. Neither tunefulness, rhythm, purity of tone nor mood were mentioned to the children or expected of them. It was their enthusiastic and
lusty participation which was required. Similarly, the teacher accepted any
child’s art project on which suﬃcient time had been spent. The assigned
tasks were compulsory and identical, and, in accepting all ﬁnished products,
the teacher often accepted poor or shoddy work. The acceptance of such
work nulliﬁed any notion of excellence as an evaluative category. Diligence,
perseverance, obedience, and participation were rewarded. These are characteristics of the children, not of their work. In this way, the notion of
excellence was separated from that of successful or acceptable work and
replaced by the criterion of adequate participation.
The children, interviewed in September and again in October, used the
categories of work and play to create and describe their social reality. Their
responses indicate that the ﬁrst few weeks of school are an important time
for learning about the nature of work in the classroom. In September, no
child said “work” when asked what children do in kindergarten. In October, half of those interviewed responded with the word “work.” All the
children talked more about working and less about playing in October than
they had in September. The teacher was pleased with the progress of the
class during the ﬁrst weeks of school and repeatedly referred to the children
as “my good workers.”
The teacher often justiﬁed her presentation of work activities in the
classroom in terms of the preparation of the children for elementary school
and for adulthood. For example, she believed that work activities should be
compulsory because the children needed practice following directions,
without their exercising of options, as preparation for the reality of adult
work. The children were expected to view kindergarten as a year of preparation for the ﬁrst grade. In stressing the importance of coloring neatly or
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sequencing pictures properly, the teacher spoke of the necessity of these
skills in ﬁrst grade, and of the diﬃculty that children who were inattentive
in kindergarten would have the following year.
The children were relatively powerless to inﬂuence the ﬂow of daily
events, and obedience was more highly valued than ingenuity. Again, this
atmosphere was seen as an important bridge between home and future
work situations. The teacher expected the children to adjust to the classroom setting and to tolerate whatever level of discomfort that adjustment
included.
Thus, as part of their initiation into the kindergarten community, young
children also receive their ﬁrst initiation into the social dimension of the
world of work. The content of speciﬁc lessons is relatively less important
than the experience of being a worker. Personal attributes of obedience,
enthusiasm, adaptability, and perseverance are more highly valued than
academic competence. Unquestioning acceptance of authority and of the
vicissitudes of life in institutional settings are among a kindergartener’s ﬁrst
lessons. It is in the progressive acceptance, as natural, as the work tout court,
of meanings of important and unimportant knowledge, of work and play, of
normality and deviance, that these lessons reside.

Beyond a Rhetorical Humanism
As Gramsci argued, the control of the knowledge preserving and producing
sectors of a society is a critical factor in enhancing the ideological dominance of one group of people or one class over less powerful groups of
people or classes.29 In this regard, the role of the school in selecting, preserving, and passing on conceptions of competence, ideological norms, and
values (and often only certain social groups’ “knowledge”)—all of which
are embedded within both the overt and hidden curricula in schools—is of
no small moment.
At least two aspects of school life serve distributive, social, and economic
functions. As the growing literature on the hidden curriculum shows, and as
I have supported with historical and empirical evidence here, the forms of
interaction in school life may serve as mechanisms for communicating normative and dispositional meanings to students. Yet, the body of the school
knowledge itself—what is included and excluded, what is important and
what is unimportant—also often serves an ideological purpose.
As will be demonstrated in Chapter 5, much of the formal content of
curricular knowledge is dominated by a consensus ideology. Conﬂict, either
intellectual or normative, is seen as a negative attribute in social life. Thus,
there is a peculiar kind of redundancy in school knowledge. Both the
everyday experience and the curriculum knowledge itself display messages
of normative and cognitive consensus. The deep structure of school life, the
basic and organizing framework of commonsense rules that is negotiated,
internalized, and ultimately seems to give meaning to our experience in
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educational institutions, seems closely linked to the normative and communicative structures of industrial life.30 How could it be otherwise?
Perhaps we can expect little more from the school experience than what
I have portrayed here, given the distribution of resources in the USA, and
given the wishes of a large portion of its citizenry. One hypothesis that
should not be dismissed too readily is that, in fact, schools do work. In an
odd way, they may succeed in reproducing a population that is roughly
equivalent to the economic and social stratiﬁcation in society. Thus, when
one asks of schools, “Where is their humaneness?” perhaps the question
may be more diﬃcult to grapple with than the questioner expects.
For example, one could interpret this chapter as a statement against a
particular community’s commitment to education, or as a negative statement about particular kinds of teachers who are “less able than they might
be.” This would be basically incorrect, I believe. The city where this study
was conducted is educationally oriented. It spends a large amount of its
resources on schooling and feels that it deserves its reputation as having one
of the best school systems in the area, if not the nation.
Just as important, we should be careful not to view this kind of teacher as
poorly trained, unsuccessful, or uncaring. Exactly the opposite is often the
case. The classroom teacher who was observed is, in fact, perceived as a
competent teacher by administrators, colleagues, and parents. Given this, the
teacher’s activities must be understood, not merely in terms of the patterns
of social interaction that dominate classrooms, but in terms of the wider
patterning of social and economic relationships in the social structure of
which he or she and the school itself are a part.31
When teachers distribute normative interpretations of, say, work and play
like the historical and contemporary ones I have documented here, one
must ask, with Sharp and Green, “to what problems are these viable solutions for the teachers?”32 “What is the commonsense interpretive framework of teachers and to what set of ideological presuppositions does it
respond?” In this way, we can situate classroom knowledge and activity
within the larger framework of structural relationships which—either
through teacher and parent expectations, the classroom material environment, what are considered important problems for teachers to focus on, or
the relationship between schools and, say, the economic sector of a
society—often determines what goes on in classrooms.
This chapter cannot by itself entirely support the argument that schools
seem to act latently to enhance an already unequal and stratiﬁed social
order. With the other chapters in this book, it does conﬁrm, however, a
number of recent analyses that point out how schools, through their distribution of social and ideological categories, contribute to the promotion of
a rather static framework of institutions.33 Thus, my argument should not
be seen as a statement against an individual school or any particular groups
of teachers. Rather, I want to suggest that educators need to see teachers as
“encapsulated” within a social and economic context that by necessity often
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produces the problems teachers are confronted with and the material limitations on their responses. This very “external” context provides substantial
legitimation for the allocation of teachers’ time and energies and for the
kinds of cultural capital embodied in the school itself.34
If this is the case, as I strongly suggest it is, the questions we ask must go
beyond the humanistic level (without losing their humanistic and emancipatory intent) to a more relational approach. While educators continue to ask
what is wrong in schools and what can be done—can our problems be
“solved” with more humanistic teachers, more openness, better content, and
so on—it is of immense import that we begin to take seriously the questions
of “In whose interest do schools often function today?” and “What is the
relation between the distribution of cultural capital and economic capital?”
and, ﬁnally, “Can we deal with the political and economic realities of creating
institutions which enhance meaning and lessen control?”
Sharp and Green summarize this concern about a rhetorical humanism
rather well:35
[We] want to stress that a humanist concern for the child necessitates a
greater awareness of the limits within which teacher autonomy can
operate, and to pose the questions: “What interests do schools serve,
those of the parents and children, or those of the teachers and headmaster?” and “What wider interests are served by the school?” and,
possibly more importantly, “How do we conceptualize ‘interests’ in
social reality?” Therefore instead of seeing the classroom as a social
system and as such insulated from wider structural processes, we suggest
that the teacher who has developed an understanding of his [or her]
location in the wider process may well be in a better position to
understand where and how it is possible to alter that situation. The
educator who is of necessity a moralist must preoccupy himself with
the social and [economic] preconditions for the achievement of his
ideals. Rather than aﬃrming the separation of politics and education, as
is done with commonsense liberal assumptions, the authors assume all
education to be in its implications a political process.
Thus, to isolate school experience from the complex totality of which it is a
constitutive part is to be a bit too limited in one’s analysis. In fact, the study of
the relationship between ideology and school knowledge is especially important for our understanding of the larger social collectivity of which we are all a
part. It enables us to begin to see how a society reproduces itself, how it perpetuates its conditions of existence through the selection and transmission of
certain kinds of cultural capital on which a complex yet unequal industrial
society depends, and how it maintains cohesion among its classes and individuals by propagating ideologies that ultimately sanction the existing institutional arrangements which may cause the unnecessary stratiﬁcation and
inequality in the ﬁrst place. Can we aﬀord not to understand these things?
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Yet, as I noted in Chapter 1, a full understanding that seeks to go beyond
the positivistic models which now dominate our consciousness must combine an analysis of what actually happens in schools with an appraisal of its
growth, of its history. Only by combining these two can we see why these
everyday experiences are what they are. And it is to this expanded history
that we shall now turn.
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with Barry Franklin

It should be getting clearer by now that one of the ways schools are used for
hegemonic purposes is in their teaching of cultural and economic values and
dispositions that are supposedly “shared by all,” while at the same time
“guaranteeing” that only a speciﬁed number of students are selected for
higher levels of education because of their “ability” to contribute to the
maximization of the production of the technical knowledge also needed by
the economy. This focus on valuative consensus in the everyday regularities
of school life and the concomitant teaching of economic dispositions to
children did not spring up overnight, however. It has had a long history in
American education. Both this chapter and the next will focus on that
problem. First, we shall examine in considerably more detail than in
Chapter 3 how it came about historically through the school’s response to
ideological and economic conﬂicts among classes at a time of rapid change
from an economy based on agricultural capital to one rooted in industrial
capital in the beginnings of this century. As we shall see, schools were not
necessarily built to enhance or preserve the cultural capital of classes or
communities other than the most powerful segments of the population. The
hegemonic role of the intellectual, of the professional educator, in this development
is quite clear.
Then, to show that the emphasis on ideological hegemony is not
“merely” of historical interest but still dominates the very core of classroom
life, we shall return in Chapter 5 to the current formal corpus of school
knowledge and investigate the emphasis on consensus again.

Toward a Sense of the Present as History
Imagine yourself as living in one of the larger ghettos of an American city.
Another community member comes up to you and says, “You know,
schools work.” You look at him somewhat incredulously. After all, your
children are doing relatively poorly on intelligence and achievement tests.
Most of the community’s young go on to lower paying jobs than their
white counterparts. Many are rather disheartened about their futures. The
school has increasing violence and vandalism. The curriculum seems out of
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touch with the reality and the history of your people. The community,
rightly, feels it has little say in what goes on in the institution that is supposed to educate its young.
You lay this all out for him, explaining each of these issues and trying to
show him that he is either just plain wrong or one of the least perceptive
people you have seen in a long time. Then he says, “I agree with all you
have told me. All these things you have just mentioned occur, not only
here but throughout the United States in communities where people live
who are poor, politically and culturally disenfranchised, or oppressed.” Yet
he begins documenting an important set of facts. Carefully, yet somehow
passionately, he shows that these “community” schools are doing what they
were in fact historically built to do. They were not built to give you control; quite the opposite is the case. As he talks, it slowly begins to make
sense to you. A few more pieces of a larger picture begin to come together.
What if he is correct? What if schools and the curriculum within them
evolved in such a way that the interests of my community were to be subsumed under the interests of more powerful people? What if existing social
and economic arrangements require that some people are relatively poor and
unskilled and others are not? Then you begin to get a tacit understanding of
how schools may help to maintain this set of institutional arrangements.
You begin to agree, but you add something important he forgot to verbalize.
You say, “Yes, schools work … for them.” And you both nod.
Now this little vignette was meant to be more than simply an exercise in
imagining. Rather, it was meant to reiterate points that lie at the heart of
this book: both that schools have a history and that they are linked through
their everyday practices to other powerful institutions in ways that are often
hidden and complex. This history and these linkages need to be understood
if we are to know the real possibilities for our own action on schools in that
hypothetical community.
The curriculum ﬁeld has played a major part in this history of the relationship between school and community. Because of this, it can also serve as
an excellent exemplar for an analysis of the linkages schools have had with
other institutions. By focusing on some of the past moments of the curriculum ﬁeld here, I hope to show that the conclusions of the people in the
imaginary story we started out with are not that imaginary at all. They
provide, unfortunately, quite an accurate description of the hopes, plans,
and conservative vision of community of a signiﬁcant portion of a group of
educators who had a large impact on how and what knowledge was chosen
for, and ultimately got into, schools.
In order to illuminate these things, there are a number of questions we
need to ask here. What did “community” mean for the educators and
intellectuals who had the strongest inﬂuence on the early curriculum ﬁeld?
What social and ideological interests guided their work? These questions are
critically important for a number of reasons. As has been repeatedly argued
here, the knowledge that got into schools in the past and gets into schools
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now is not random. It is selected and organized around sets of principles and
values that come from somewhere, that represent particular views of normality and deviance, of good and bad, and of what “good people act like.”
Thus, if we are to understand why the knowledge of only certain groups
has been primarily represented in schools, we need to see the social interests
which often guided curriculum selection and organization.
As I shall demonstrate here, the social and economic interests that served
as the foundation upon which the most inﬂuential curriculum workers
acted were not neutral; nor were they random. They embodied commitments to speciﬁc economic structures and educational policies, which, when
put into practice, contributed to inequality. The educational and cultural
policies, and the vision of how communities should operate and who
should have power in them, served as mechanisms of social control. These
mechanisms did little to increase the relative economic or cultural eﬃcacy
of these groups of people who still have little power today. But before
examining the roots the curriculum ﬁeld has in the soil of social control, let
us look brieﬂy at the general perspective which underpins this chapter’s
critical analysis.

Power and Culture
Social and economic control occurs in schools not merely in the forms of
discipline schools have or in the dispositions they teach—the rules and routines to keep order, the hidden curriculum that reinforces norms of work,
obedience, punctuality, and so on. Control is exercised as well through the
forms of meaning the school distributes. That is, the “formal corpus of school
knowledge” can become a form of social and economic control.1
Schools do not only control people; they also help control meaning.
Since they preserve and distribute what is perceived to be “legitimate
knowledge”—the knowledge that “we all must have,” schools confer
cultural legitimacy on the knowledge of speciﬁc groups.2 But this is not
all, for the ability of a group to make its knowledge into “knowledge
for all” is related to that group’s power in the larger political and economic arena. Power and culture, then, need to be seen, not as static
entities with no connection to each other, but as attributes of existing
economic relations in a society. They are dialectically interwoven so that
economic power and control is interconnected with cultural power and
control. This very sense of the connectedness between knowledge or
cultural control and economic power once again serves as the basis for
our historical analysis here.
Two things have been central to this approach, so far. First, it sees schools
as caught up in a nexus of other institutions—political, economic, and cultural—that are basically unequal. That is, schools exist through their relations to other more powerful institutions, institutions that are combined in
such a way as to generate structural inequalities of power and access to
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resources. Second, these inequalities are reinforced and reproduced by
schools (though not by them alone, of course). Through their curricular,
pedagogical, and evaluative activities in day-to-day life in classrooms,
schools play a signiﬁcant role in preserving if not generating these inequalities. Along with other mechanisms for cultural preservation and distribution, schools contribute to what has elsewhere been called the cultural
reproduction of class relations in advanced industrial societies.3
These two central concerns—the problem of schools being caught in a
powerful set of institutions and the role of the school in reproducing
inequalities—mean that one interprets schools in a diﬀerent way than is
usually done by educators. Rather than interpreting them as “the great
engines of democracy” (though there is an element of truth in that), one
looks at schools as institutions which are not necessarily or always progressive forces. They may perform economic and cultural functions and
embody ideological rules that both preserve and enhance an existing set of
structural relations. These relations operate at a fundamental level to help
some groups and serve as a barrier to others.
This is not to imply that all school people are racist (though some may in
fact be) or that they are part of a conscious conspiracy to “keep the lower
classes in their place.” In fact, many of the arguments for “community” and
about curriculum put forth by some of the early educators, curriculum
workers, and intellectuals whom I shall examine were based on the best
liberal intentions of “helping people.” Rather the argument being presented
here is that “naturally” generated out of many of educators’ commonsense
assumptions and practices about teaching and learning, normal and abnormal behavior, important and unimportant knowledge, and so forth are
conditions and forms of interaction that have latent functions. And these
latent functions include some things that many educators are not usually
aware of.
As has been pointed out elsewhere, for example, one important tacit
function of schooling seems to be the teaching of diﬀerent dispositions and
values to diﬀerent school populations. If a set of students is seen as being
prospective members of a professional and managerial class of people, then
their schools and curriculum seem to be organized around ﬂexibility,
choice, inquiry, etc. If, on the other hand, students’ probable destinations
are seen as that of semi-skilled or unskilled workers, the school experience
tends to stress punctuality, neatness, habit formation, and so on. These
expectations are reinforced by the kinds of curricula and tests schools give
and by the labels aﬃxed to diﬀerent kinds of students.4 Thus, the formal
and informal knowledge that is taught in schools, the evaluative procedures,
and so forth, need to be looked at connectedly or we shall miss much of
their real signiﬁcance. For these everyday school practices are linked to
economic, social, and ideological structures outside of the school buildings.
These linkages need to be uncovered both today and in the past. It will be
just this past that will concern us here.
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Urbanization and the Historical Function of Schooling
Any serious attempt at understanding whose knowledge gets into schools
must be, by its very nature, historical. It must begin by seeing current
arguments about curriculum, pedagogy, and institutional control as outgrowths of speciﬁc historical conditions, as arguments that were and are
generated by the role schools have played in our social order. Thus, if we
can begin to comprehend the economic and ideological purposes schools
have served in the past, then we can also begin to see the reasons why
progressive social movements which aim at certain kinds of school
reforms—such as community participation and control of institutions—are
often less successful than their proponents would like them to be. We can
also begin to illuminate some of the reasons why schools do what we saw
them do in the last chapter.
To make this clear, I shall brieﬂy focus on some historical purposes of
urban schooling (the model from which most public schooling was generated), on what its “community” role was seen to be and how it functioned.
Then I shall turn to a more extensive historical examination of the part of
schooling that dealt with the knowledge students would “receive” in
schools—the curriculum ﬁeld.
Because of the ahistorical nature of education, we are in danger of forgetting many of the roots of schools in cities in the USA. This is unfortunate for these roots might help explain why many working class, Black,
Latinx, and other communities ﬁnd little of their own culture and language
in schools. Recent investigations of the growth of education in the urban
centers of the East are quite helpful in this regard. In New York City in the
1850s, for example, when the public school system became increasingly
solidiﬁed, schools were seen as institutions that could preserve the cultural
hegemony of an embattled “native” population. Education was the way in
which the community life, values, norms, and economic advantages of the
powerful were to be protected. Schools could be the great engines of a
moral crusade to make the children of the immigrants and the Blacks like
“us.” Thus, for many people who were important in the growth of
schooling as we know it, cultural diﬀerences were not at all legitimate.
Instead, these diﬀerences were seen as the tip of an iceberg made up of
waters containing mostly impurities and immorality. The urban historian
Carl Kaestle catches this attitude exceptionally well when he quotes from a
New York State Assembly report which warned that, “Like the vast
Atlantic, we must decompose and cleanse the impurities which rush into
our midst, or like the inland lake, we shall receive their poison into our
whole national system.”5
Kaestle goes on to note that:6
Putman’s Monthly used the same metaphor and indicated the same
solution to the pollution problem: “Our readers will agree with us that
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for the eﬀectual defecation of the stream of life in a great city, there is
but one rectifying agent—one infallible ﬁlter—the school.”…
Most schoolmen were probably not adverse to the success of limited
numbers of the poor through education, but the schools’ mission—and
most promoters were quite frank about it—was to inculcate cooperative attitudes among the city’s children whatever the vicissitudes of
urban life might bring them. Acculturation is thus a more accurate term
for the school’s intention than assimilation, although the terms are
often used synonymously. The schools reﬂected the attitude of the
general native public, who wished to Americanize the habits, not
the status, of the immigrant.

This moral mission of the school had a major impact on the kinds of curricular selections made and on general school policy as you can well imagine. But this was not all. The crusade to eliminate diversity was heightened
by another set of factors. The scale of city problems increased as the population increased. Something had to be done about the rapid growth in the
numbers upon numbers of “diﬀerent” children to be acculturated. The
answer was bureaucratization—the seemingly commonsensical consolidation
of schools and standardization of procedures and curriculum, both of which
would promote economy and eﬃciency. Thus, the emphases on acculturation and standardization, issues community members still confront today,
were intimately intertwined. In essence, “the bureaucratic ethic and the
moral mission of the schoolmen arose from the same problem—the rapid
expansion and diversiﬁcation of the population—and they tended toward
the same result—a vigorously conformist system.”7
This moral mission with its emphasis on cultural conformity was not
simply found in New York; nor was it limited to the early and middle parts
of the nineteenth century. The moral values became increasingly coupled
with economic ideologies and purposes as the country expanded its industrial base. Schools in New York, Massachusetts, and elsewhere, were looked
at more and more as a set of institutions that would “produce” people who
would have the traditional values of community life (a life that may never
really have existed in this ideal form) and, as well, the norms and dispositions required of industrious, thrifty, and eﬃcient workers for this industrial
base. Not just in 1850, but even more between 1870–1920, the school
was pronounced as the fundamental institution that would solve the problems of the city, the impoverishment and moral decay of the masses, and,
increasingly, would adjust individuals to their respective places in an
industrial economy.8
Marvin Lazerson’s portrayal of the growth of schooling in the urban
centers of Massachusetts makes these points in a rather telling fashion.9
By 1915 two central themes have thus become apparent in Massachusetts’ city schools. One drew upon the reform ferments of the decades
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between 1870 and 1900 and saw education as the basis of social amelioration. The school would reach out and uplift the poor, particularly
through new techniques to teach traditional moral values. The second theme,
increasingly prominent after 1900, involved acceptance of the industrial
order and a concern that schools mirror that order. It made the school’s
major function the ﬁtting of the individual into the economy. By the
teaching of speciﬁc skills and behavior patterns, schools would produce
better and more eﬃcient workers and citizens, and they would do this
through a process of selection [testing], and guidance. These developments would transform the idea of equality of educational opportunity
in America for—by curriculum, social class, projected vocational role—they
made segregation fundamental to the workings of the school. [my italics]
Thus, at the base of schooling was a set of concerns which, when put
together, embodies a conservative ideology. “We” must preserve “our”
community by teaching the immigrants our values and adjusting them to
existing economic roles.
This account gives us a general picture of the ideological climate of the
times, particularly in the urban areas of the East, when the curriculum ﬁeld
began to deﬁne itself. It was a climate that pervaded the perceptions of more
than just the public at large. It also aﬀected many articulate intellectuals and
educators, even those whose own roots were outside of the urban centers. As
we shall see, neither the members of the rising intelligentsia nor the early
members of the curriculum ﬁeld were immune from these perceptions. Both
the school’s role in the moral crusade or in economic adjustment and stratiﬁcation were things with which they felt more comfortable than not. In fact,
the notion of immunity is something of an inaccurate one. A large portion of
the early leaders of the movement to make curriculum selection and determination into a ﬁeld of professional specialization wholeheartedly embraced
both the moral crusade and the ethic of economic adjustment as overt functions of schooling. They saw the standardized procedures for selecting and
organizing school knowledge as contributing to both of these purposes.
By examining the work of some of the most forceful and inﬂuential of
these intellectuals and curriculum workers, we can begin to see the ideological commitments that have guided a good deal of curriculum decisionmaking in the past. For just as the vision of schooling as an institution of
acculturation was slowly combined with the vision of schooling for economic adjustment in the minds of the public, so too did a generation of
educators and social scientists begin to combine the two. We can also begin
to understand, hence, how an economically and culturally conservative
curricular model took shape and became the paradigm that still dominates
the ﬁeld today. It will be clear that, historically, curriculum theory and
development have been strongly connected to and inﬂuenced by economic
needs and changes, and, as we shall see, by a rather interesting notion of
what the ideal “community” should be.
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The Social Function of the Curriculum
The curriculum ﬁeld’s most important early members—Franklin Bobbitt,
W. W. Charters, Edward L. Thorndike, Ross L. Finney, Charles C. Peters,
and David Snedden—deﬁned what the relationship should be between
curriculum construction and community control and power that continues
to inﬂuence the contemporary curriculum ﬁeld.10
In delimiting the basic social role the school curriculum should play, the
critical social and economic issue that concerned these formative theorists of
the ﬁeld was that of industrialization and its accompanying division of labor.
Such a division, according to Bobbitt, had replaced the craftsman with the
specialized worker. The small shop was replaced by the large corporation.
In this situation the individual was no longer responsible for the design and
production of a single product. Instead he or she was responsible for the
production of only a portion of a product, the nature and speciﬁcations of
which were provided to him or her by a supervisor. Beyond this narrow
task in the production of one segment of a larger product, the individual
worker was also dependent on other individuals, particularly the supervisor,
for direction and guidance in his or her work. Furthermore, the individual
was now almost totally dependent on other specialists in other lines of work
for his or her food, shelter, and all the additional requirements needed for
physical survival. Such a situation brought forth new needs, needs unknown
in nineteenth century rural, agrarian America. On the one hand, this new
corporate working class, which Bobbitt referred to as “group or associated
workers,” needed to be able to perform their specialized function in the
hierarchical mode of organization that dominated the corporation.11 And
on the other hand, they needed enough knowledge of their economic and
social tasks to allow them to work together toward the completion of a
product which they had little role in designing.12
Bobbitt and Charters responded to this new economic need for specialized training by adopting the procedures of job analysis. They borrowed
from the scientiﬁc management movement and built a theory of curriculum
construction that was based on the diﬀerentiation of educational objectives
in terms of the particular and narrow functions of adult life.13 This is of no
small moment, for it was the need in adult life for unity, cooperation, and
an accepting attitude among these specialized workers that led the formative
theorists of the ﬁeld to deﬁne one of the major roles of the curriculum as
developing “community.” The curriculum would be used to foster “social
integration.”14 Bobbitt, for instance, saw the curriculum as one means to
develop what he called “large group consciousness,” his term for the individual’s feeling of belonging to his or her social and economic group or
community and his or her commitment to its ends, values, and standards of
behavior.15 Yet it was the very deﬁnition of a person’s community that
made this model of curriculum selection and determination an exceptionally
conservative one.
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Social Homogeneity and the Problem of Community
Two features of this social function that people such as Bobbitt and Charters
gave to the curriculum are important here. First, oddly, in deﬁning the
purpose of the curriculum, these educators were concerned to identify that
function with the needs of the community. Bobbitt in fact made a special
point of stating that the task of the curriculum worker was to be determined
by the local community in which the school resided.16 This does sound
progressive. However, the second feature may make us a bit more cautious,
for these theorists also viewed the social role of the curriculum as that of
developing a high degree of normative and cognitive consensus among the
elements of society. It was this that Bobbitt referred to as “large group
consciousness”:17
How does one develop a genuine feeling of membership in a social
group, whether large or small? There seems to be but one method and
that is, To think and feel and ACT with the group as a part of it as it performs
its activities and strives to attain its ends. Individuals are fused into coherent
small groups, discordant small groups are fused into the large internallycooperating group, when they act together for common ends, with
common vision, and with united judgment. [Bobbitt’s italics]
These two aspects of the social task of the curriculum are rather signiﬁcant.
Both issues, community and “like-mindedness,” were common themes in
American social thought, particularly in the newly emerging ﬁelds of
sociology, psychology, and education, during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Looking at these themes and how they were employed
during this period will, I believe, go a long way in telling us about the
nature of the curriculum ﬁeld and its past and present response to the relationship between school and community, about its response to the problem
of whose knowledge shall be construed as legitimate knowledge.
Like the author of the Putnam’s Monthly piece I quoted earlier, the formative members of the curriculum ﬁeld, as well as most of the early leaders
in sociology, psychology, and education, were by birth and upbringing
members of a native and rural middle class, Protestant in religion, and
Anglo-Saxon in descent. In deﬁning the nature, boundaries, and interests of
their ﬁelds of study, these intellectual leaders, along with other social scientists, reﬂected and spoke to the concerns of the middle class. Speciﬁcally,
they reﬂected what they believed was the declining power and inﬂuence of
the middle class in the wake of America’s transition in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries from a rural, agrarian society to an urban,
industrialized one.18 They deﬁned the issues in a particular way, as a problem
of the loss of community.
As we saw, in the discussion of the growth of urban education, the period
during which these future leaders came to maturity, 1865 to 1900, was a
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time of doubt and fear for the small farmers, merchants, and professionals
who made up the nation’s middle class. They felt their social order, which
they viewed as being rooted in the small rural town with its deep, face-toface personal relationships, was endangered. They were afraid of the emerging dominance of a new economic unit, the corporation. They also felt
that a new economic and social class of great wealth and power, composed
of the owners of these corporations and their ﬁnancial backers, would
threaten the economic security and political inﬂuence of the small town,
thus harming its economic base in agriculture and small-scale manufacturing. But the growth of a corporate economy also was tied to the growth of
urban centers. The cities were increasingly being populated by immigrants
from eastern and southern Europe and Blacks from the rural South. These
diverse people were seen as a threat to a homogeneous American culture, a
culture centered in the small town and rooted in beliefs and attitudes of the
middle class. The “community” that the English and Protestant forebearers
of this class had “carved from a wilderness” seemed to be crumbling before
an expanding urban and industrial society.
Of these two concerns, the early spokespeople of the new social sciences
focused most of their attention on the problem of immigration. They suspected that these immigrants, who seemed to have a higher birthrate than
the native population, would soon outnumber the “native well bred
population.” Increasing numbers of immigrants, with their urban enclaves
and diﬀerent political, cultural, and religious traditions, were a threat to a
homogeneous culture. This unitary culture was not only the source of
America’s stability and a key to progress, but was synonymous for these
members of the intelligentsia with the idea of democracy itself.19
At ﬁrst these intellectuals talked of the issue of community in terms of a
threat to the existence of the rural town. For Edward A. Ross, one of the
ﬁrst American sociologists, the deep, intimate, face-to-face relationships of
the small town provided a natural and spontaneous mechanism of social
control.20 For Ross and other early social scientists, the small town assumed
almost mystical proportions as the guarantor of social order and stability.
The small town, its politics, its religion, its values, came to be seen, as the
sociologist Robert Nisbet puts it, as the very essence of the American
community.21
Later and more importantly, the members of this new group of intellectuals (who in actuality owed the emergence of their professions and the
opportunities it oﬀered them to both urbanization and industrialization)
took a diﬀerent tack in deﬁning the problem of community, one that did
not require them to defend the small town as a physical entity.22 Instead,
they took what they thought constituted the basis of the small town’s ability
to provide for stability, its like-mindedness in beliefs, values, and standards
of behavior, and idealized this feature of small town life as the basis of the
order necessary for an emerging urban and industrialized society. For these
intellectuals the notion of community became synonymous with the idea of
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homogeneity and cultural consensus. If their upbringing in the rural town
taught these individuals anything, it taught them that order and progress
were dependent on the degree to which beliefs and behavior were common
and shared. Applying this view to the increasingly urban society in which
they lived, they argued for the maintenance of a unitary culture (what they
meant by a sense of community) rooted in the values, beliefs, and behavior
of the middle class. When it seemed to them that cultural homogeneity was
dissolving, because of urbanization, industrialization, and immigration, and
that their sense of community was being eclipsed, they acted by “striking
out at whatever enemies their view of the world allowed them to see.”23

Social Control and the Problem of Community
In the name of cultural conformity, these early social scientists “struck out”
with a particular passion at the Eastern and Southern European immigrant.
Adopting for the most part an hereditarian perspective, they viewed the
immigrants and workers as being inferior to the native population. Given
the high birthrate, they were concerned that these immigrants would come
to threaten the existence of the more economically advantaged classes with
what Ross called “race suicide.”24 More immediately, however, these
immigrants were perceived as a threat to the existence of democracy itself.
Charles A. Ellwood, another early American sociologist, argued that
genetically immigrants did not seem to have “the capacity for self government and free institutions which the peoples of Northern and Western
Europe have shown.”25
To deal with this supposed threat, the intellectuals joined the growing
movement during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries for
immigration restriction.26 However, to insure cultural homogeneity in the
face of the immigration that had already occurred, they saw a need for a
second line of defense. In essence, they perceived that the imposition of
meaning could be an instrument of social control. The immigrant could be
increasingly acculturated into middle class values, beliefs, and standards of
behavior. One such instrument, according to Ross, was the school. Ross
argues in a manner strikingly similar to the attitudes seen in our treatment of
the ideological climate surrounding the growth of urban schools.27
To nationalize a multitudinous people calls for institutions to disseminate certain ideas and ideals. The Tsars relied on the blue-domed
Orthodox church in every peasant village to Russify their heterogeneous subjects, while we Americans rely for unity on the “little red
school house.”
It was in this vein that Bobbitt and the other formative leaders of the curriculum ﬁeld would use the curriculum to serve the cause of community.
The curriculum could restore what was being lost.
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The Curriculum Field and the Problem of Community
The most inﬂuential early members of the curriculum ﬁeld seemed for the
most part to share these views about the declining position of the middle class
and the threat posed by immigrants and other diverse peoples. Ross L.
Finney, not only an early curriculum theorist but one of the ﬁrst educational
sociologists, like earlier social scientists and educators viewed the middle class
as being threatened from above by a class of corporate capitalists and from
below by an immigrant working class, who were entering the population in
growing numbers to meet the demands of industrialization for a cheap labor
supply. Writing in the post World War I period, he reﬂected the national
paranoia known as the Red Scare. He argued that the Eastern and Southern
European immigrants, whom he believed had carried with them to America a
Bolshevik ideology, would attempt to overthrow the nation and with it the
middle class in a revolution similar to the Russian Revolution of 1917.28
In making his defense of the middle class, Finney bemoaned the loss of
community. He spoke longingly of what he viewed as a more serene time
in the history of the nation, a time when industrialization had not taken the
ownership of the nation’s wealth out of the hands of those who had produced it and in the process had created conﬂicting economic and social
classes and interests.29
Finney’s solution to this problem was familiar. The nation must instill the
immigrants with speciﬁc values and standards of behavior. The immigrant
working class had to hold the same ﬁrm commitments to their work which
he attributed to people from his own class. It was this commitment, he
believed, that would reduce their potential revolutionary threat by making
them happy performing the “humbler” economic functions that he saw as
the future lot of the mass of the American population in an industrialized
society.30 Along with the other intellectuals of his day, he argued that “if a
democratic people’s conduct is to be dependable and harmonious, they
must think and feel alike.”31
Other major curriculum workers had a similar commitment to likemindedness. Charles C. Peters, who like Finney was both an inﬂuential
curriculum theorist and educational sociologist, viewed the immigrants as a
threat to American civilization until they came “to think about, and act on,
political, social, economic, sanitary, and other matters in the approved
American way.”32 Just as importantly, Edward L. Thorndike, who did more
than any other individual to articulate the behavioristic psychology that has
dominated the curriculum ﬁeld since its earliest times, viewed Blacks in the
same way as these other educators viewed the immigrant. He not only
doubted their ability to adjust to democratic institutions, but he saw them as
an undesirable element within the population of most American cities.33
But how were we to cope with these undesirable elements? Since the
people were already here, how could we make them to be like us? How
could we restore community?
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Just as in earlier periods, these individuals looked to the schools. The
school curriculum could create the valuative consensus that was the goal of
their economic and social policies. Finney in this respect argued that:34
a far wiser propaganda for the workers is one that will ally and amalgamate them with the middle class. And such an alliance and amalgamation should be forced upon the lower classes, whether their agitators
like it or not by compulsory attendance laws that make high school
graduation practically universal.
But when these social scientists and educators actually came to deal with the
practicalities of the nature and design of the curriculum, an important change
in their argument occurred, a change which proved important for both the
future development of the ﬁeld and those people whom these developments
would aﬀect. Instead of talking about the need for homogeneity in terms of
ethnic, class, and racial diﬀerences, they began to talk about the question in
terms of diﬀerences in intelligence. “Science” became the rhetorical, though
often unconscious, cloak to cover conservative social and educational decisions, a fact that will become of increasing importance when we turn to the
uses of scientiﬁc and technical language in education today in Chapters 6, 7,
and 8 and examine its use to disguise ideological and ethical assumptions.
Finney, for example, seemed to alter his view about what constituted the
principal problem facing American society. The primary threat to the
middle class was no longer the growing, immigrant, working class. More
important was the fact “that half the people have brains of just average
quality or less, of whom a very considerable percentage have very poor
brains indeed.”35 Joining him in this view of the problem was Thorndike
who argued that individuals of low intelligence within the population
constituted a threat to the very existence of “civilization.”36 Bobbitt and
others increasingly codiﬁed their arguments in scientiﬁc terms. In fact, they
even warned against extreme nationalism and the hatred of European peoples which it engendered.37 Now when these individuals came to deal
directly with the issue of curriculum construction, it does appear that they
altered their view of the problem of community. The problem was no
longer that of maintaining the hegemony of the more advantaged members
of the community, the problem that most of the early leaders in the social
sciences identiﬁed, but that of maintaining the hegemony of those of high
intelligence in a society in which the mass of the population was believed to
be at best of average intelligence. As we shall see, this is less of a change
than one might think.

Curriculum Diﬀerentiation and the Issue of Community
The central feature of the view of curriculum construction that dominated
the thinking of these early educators, and in fact still dominates the thinking
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of contemporary curriculum theorists, was that the curriculum needed to be
diﬀerentiated to prepare individuals of diﬀering intelligence and ability for a
variety of diﬀerent but speciﬁc adult life functions.38 This is a critical point.
These varying adult functions were seen to involve unequal social responsibilities yielding unequal social power and privilege. These educators
believed that individuals of high intelligence were more moral, more dedicated to their work, and more willing to apply their talents to the beneﬁt of
the larger society than were the majority of the population. As a consequence Thorndike and others argued that the views of these individuals
were of more social import than those of the majority. Therefore, these
individuals deserved a position of social and political preeminence.39
This view of the unequal distribution of responsibility and power was
reﬂected when they talked about how curriculum diﬀerentiation would
fulﬁll two social purposes—education for leadership and education for what
they called “followership.” Those of high intelligence were to be educated
to lead the nation by being taught to understand the needs of the society.
They would also learn to deﬁne appropriate beliefs and standards of behavior to meet those needs. The mass of the population was to be taught to
accept these beliefs and standards whether or not they understood them or
agreed with them.40 As Finney argued, “instead of trying to teach dullards
to think for themselves, the intellectual leaders must think for them, and
drill the results, memoriter, into their synapses.”41 In this way, curriculum
diﬀerentiation based on “intelligence” would create cultural homogeneity
and thereby stability within American society.42
In short, what these early curriculum workers were concerned about was
the preservation of cultural consensus while at the same time allocating
individuals to their “proper” place in an interdependent industrialized
society. Bobbitt alluded to this concern in his identiﬁcation of the two
principal functions of modern, industrial life. There was the “specialist”
worker whom I mentioned earlier in the chapter. His or her function was
to be skilled in one narrow task within a given organization. Beyond that
he needed a limited knowledge of the total organization to allow him to see
the importance of his narrow function within the larger process of production and distribution and for his “willing and intelligent acquiescence” in
the purposes of the organization.43 The “specialist” worker only needed a
thorough understanding of his particular task. Outside of that task, according to Thorndike, he or she only needed to “know when not to think and
where to buy the thinking he needs.”44 And there was the “generalist,”
Bobbitt’s term for the manager or supervisor. He did not need to be skilled
in any one task, but rather he needed a complete understanding of and
commitment to the purposes of the organization to allow him to direct the
activities of the “specialists” and to gain their acquiescence.45 Thus, some
people of greater wisdom would direct others. What could be wrong with
that? It is who these people would be that makes this vision less than
neutral.
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Ethnicity, Intelligence, and Community
As we just saw, in deﬁning the function of the curriculum many of the most
inﬂuential members of the ﬁeld, although they seemed to fear and dislike
the immigrants, increasingly talked of the issue of maintaining community
as a problem of widespread low intelligence within the population. But
there is evidence to suggest that this redeﬁnition was not indicative of a
change from the viewpoint they shared with the earlier leaders in the social
sciences. Although they talked about diﬀerentiating the curriculum in terms
of intelligence, both Bobbitt and David Snedden, another individual who
was both a curriculist and an educational sociologist, suggested that the differentiation should also be made in terms of diﬀerences in social class and
ethnic background respectively.46 When Thorndike identiﬁed those within
American society whom he believed possessed greater natural capacity and
high intelligence, he pointed to the businessman, scientist, and lawyer.47
These were occupations that during his day were almost totally monopolized by members of the native, middle class. The highly intelligent,
hence, were to be predominantly found within this class and not the lower
ones. The unintelligent masses were the elements of diversity within the
population, primarily the eastern and southern European immigrant and to
a lesser degree the Black population. Thus, what was originally seen by
American intellectuals as a cultural problem of ethnic and class diﬀerences
was redeﬁned in the seemingly neutral language of science as a problem of
diﬀerences in intelligence, as a problem in diﬀering “abilities” to contribute
to the maximization and control of “expert” moral and technical knowledge,
in this way divesting the problem of its economic and social content. Social
control, hence, became covered by the language of science, something that
continues to this day.48 By controlling and diﬀerentiating school curricula, so
could people and classes be controlled and diﬀerentiated as well.
But why did they do this? The formative theorists of the curriculum ﬁeld,
despite their identiﬁcation with the middle class, increasingly viewed industrialization and the emergence of the corporation with favor. They were
particularly enamored of the seeming eﬃciency and productivity of industrial
processes and thus incorporated into their conception of curriculum construction the principles of scientiﬁc management that were thought to be
responsible for it.49 But beyond this faith in corporate procedures, they were
committed to its hierarchical mode of organization as a model for society itself.
We can see this most clearly in Finney’s vision for American society:50
This conception of leadership and followship—leads us again to the
notion of a graduated hierarchy of intelligence and enlightenment …
At the apex of such a system must be the experts, who are pushing
forward research in highly specialized sectors of the front. Behind them
are such men and women as the colleges should produce, who are
familiar with the ﬁndings of the experts and are able to relate part with
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part. By these relatively independent leaders of thought, progressive
change and constant readjustment will be provided for. Back of these
are the high school graduates, who are somewhat familiar with the
vocabulary of those above them, have some feeling of acquaintance
with the various ﬁelds, and a respect for expert knowledge. Finally,
there are the duller masses, who mouth the catchwords of those in
front of them, imagine that they understand, and follow by imitation.

Notice that this view of social organization does not attempt to eliminate all
diversity but rather to control it by narrowing its scope and channeling it
toward areas that do not seem to threaten the imperatives of social stability,
the production of “expert knowledge,” and economic growth. Industrialists,
for example, from the 1880s to the early 1920s, the period in which these
formative theorists grew to maturity and carried on their work, resisted the
growing national movement for immigration restriction. Instead they
attempted to diminish the immigrants’ supposed threat to American society
by instilling them with middle-class attitudes, beliefs, and standards of
behavior. At the same time, they employed their seeming “willingness” to
work for low wages to meet the demands of industrialization for a cheap
source of labor.51 Here, the formative members of the curriculum ﬁeld,
unlike some of the early social scientists, seemed to share this view held by
the industrialists.52 They may have believed that, given the growing nativistic sentiments of the post First World War period, they would be more
successful in promoting the integration of diverse elements of the population into a hierarchically organized society if they conceptualized that
diversity in terms of intelligence and not ethnicity. In the context of the time,
they no doubt believed that American society was more willing to deal with
diversity in intelligence than diversity in ethnicity or race.53 But they
undoubtedly felt secure in their belief that a “real” community could be built
through education, one with “natural” leaders and “natural” followers, and
one in which people like “us” could deﬁne what “they” should be like.
But this does not explain all of it. To this must be added the role of
“science” as once again providing the “ultimately right principles” about
which there must be consensus. As the scientiﬁc justiﬁcation of stratiﬁcation
increased, as it became more systematic, it provided the ideal solution to the
ideological problem of justifying one’s power over other competing and
ultimately threatening groups. And it provided it in two ways: giving an
“adequate” deﬁnition of these individuals’ situation and in serving the
interests of these classes in the competition over economic and cultural
capital. By treating science as a form of technology, as a neutral method that
could be applied to the economic and cultural dilemmas these people faced
in their attempt to recreate and create hegemony, the role (the scope and
function) of their ideological vision is obvious.
For these “reformers” were faced with an interesting dilemma. Generally
speaking, with the breakdown of a once accepted economic and moral
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order—caused in part by rapid industrialization, the shift from the accumulation of agricultural to industrial capital, the growth of technology, immigration, the perceived disintegration of community life, the increasing
“need” to divide and control labor to increase proﬁts, and so on—bonds of
aﬃliation became shaky. The meanings that provided ties among people
had to be reconstituted, often on a new foundation. The language form of
science and technology provided these ties in a number of ways for educators by giving a whole new range of meanings around which they could
aﬃliate.54 First, it oﬀered a mode of description that seemed more powerful
than previous ways of talking about educational events and policy, a way of
describing both the relationship between schools and the problems of
society and for describing what went on or should go on in classrooms.
Second, it was an explanatory language that seemed as if it could establish
causes and infer reasons as to why things occurred or didn’t occur in and
out of schools. Third, and quite important, the language of science and
technology held forth the promise of better control, giving educators a
greater ease of prediction and manipulation. It would help us in our goal to
get diﬀerent students from point A to point B quickly and eﬃciently
(though whether the ends and means of getting from A to B were themselves ethically and economically “just” is one of the critical questions that
was not adequately raised by these people), thereby going a long way
toward creating the categories and procedures that have maintained the
abstract individual, the unconnected educator and student, to this day.
These kinds of meanings generated by such a linguistic system were overt
and probably helped provide these educators with a sense of the rightness of
their endeavors. After all, who could quarrel with being better able to
describe, explain, or control events? However, the latent ideological functions of science and technology as a linguistic system were as and perhaps
even more important than the overt ones of providing a useful “deﬁnition
of the situation.” Science, with its inferred logic of eﬃciency and control,
performed a legitimating or justiﬁcatory function. As Huebner notes, legitimating language serves to establish a person’s claim that he or she knows
what he or she is doing, or that he “has the right, responsibility, authority or
legitimacy to do it.”55 In short, it reassures a number of groups and people,
not the least of whom is the educator himself, that he or she knows and has
a right to continue doing what he or she has been doing all along. Given
the increasing faith in industrial and eﬃciency models at the time by powerful classes in the economic sector of the society, science and technology
combined to create a form of language that linked these educators and
intellectuals to the value system of the larger economic order.
Furthermore, not only did it justify educators’ activity—after all, it did
create group cohesion among educators and rested easily within a growing
economy with its need for eﬃciency, technical knowledge, industrial
growth, and socialization to “democracy”—but it also helped attract
recruits, committed individuals who would labor for the cause. Finally, it
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acted as a hortatory device that could prescribe action that should be taken
by various individuals and groups. This was primarily a political use of language in which science and technology carried a logical imperative and an
ideological commitment needed to convince people to join a movement for
what seemed to be ameliorative institutional reform.56
In all of these ways—descriptive, explanatory, prescriptive, legitimating or
justiﬁcatory, and hortatory—the rationality of science and technology was
an ideal device to create a new set of meanings, a new vision of the
“sacred,” if you will, that would rebuild the aﬃliative bonds that had
become so fragile, that could recreate “community.” But this was not
merely the case for educators. Science, progress, eﬃciency, industrial
growth, and expansion, all within the bounds of social stability, became an
integral part of the ideological world view of most of the more powerful
sectors of the nation as well. Its historical residue still provides the constitutive social rules for the day-to-day classroom life examined in Chapter 3
(the roots of schooling as preparing children for “work” are obviously quite
deep) and for the kinds of formal knowledge considered essential to a
corporate economy analyzed in Chapter 2.

Conclusion
It is this commitment to maintaining a sense of community, one based on
cultural homogeneity and valuative consensus, that has been and remains
one of the primary, though tacit, legacies of the curriculum ﬁeld. It is a
function that is embedded in the historic reliance of the ﬁeld on procedures
and techniques borrowed from corporate enterprises. As we shall see in
Chapter 6, oddly (though perhaps not, given what we have seen of the
ﬁeld’s past) this reliance remains as strong today (with the dominance within
the ﬁeld of things, for example, like systems management procedures) as it
did almost sixty years ago when the leaders of the ﬁeld turned to the scientiﬁc management movement for direction in articulating the nature of
curriculum construction. Since the historic tendency of this commitment is
to build “community” (and curricula) that reﬂects the values of those with
economic and cultural power, it is a commitment that may pose the same
threat to contemporary workers, women, Blacks, Latinx, and American
Indians as it did to early twentieth century Blacks and immigrants from
Eastern and Southern Europe. Given the tendency of many curriculum
theorists since the earliest days of the ﬁeld to articulate their rather conservative commitments in the scientiﬁc and seemingly neutral language of
intelligence and ability, it is also a threat that historically has remained
unrecognized. Only by seeing how the curriculum ﬁeld often served the
rather conservative interests of homogeneity and social control, can we
begin to see how it functions today. We may still ﬁnd, unfortunately, that
the rhetoric of science and neutrality covers more than it reveals. At the
very least, though it may be unfortunate, we should not expect the
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curriculum ﬁeld to totally overthrow its past. After all, as in our imaginary
vignette at the beginning of this analysis, schools do work … for “them.” In
education, as in the unequal distribution of economic goods and services,
“them” that has, gets.57 If we are indeed serious about making our institutions responsive to communities in ways they are not now, the ﬁrst step is
in recognizing the historical connections between groups that have had
power and the culture that is preserved and distributed by our schools. This
recognition may do something else. It may cause us to ask similar questions
today. Perhaps we could start by returning to our initial vignette and asking
again, “For whom do schools work?” Some educators may be quite discomﬁted by the answer. But whoever said that an awareness of one’s tacit
political stance was supposed to make one comfortable?
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5

The Hidden Curriculum and the
Nature of Conﬂict

I argued in Chapter 1 that in order to understand the relationship between
curriculum and cultural and economic reproduction we would have to
grapple more completely with the maintenance and control of particular
forms of ideology, with hegemony. We have now seen how both historically and currently certain normative conceptions of legitimate culture and
values enter into curriculum. Yet we need to stress that hegemony is created
and recreated by the formal corpus of school knowledge, as well as by the
covert teaching that has and does go on. As the quotes from Williams
indicated earlier, selective tradition and incorporation function at the level
of overt knowledge so that certain meanings and practices are chosen for
emphasis (usually by a segment of the middle class),1 and others are
neglected, excluded, diluted, or reinterpreted. For just as many educators
and members of the curriculum ﬁeld have often lost a serious sense of their
historical rootedness in past interests of maintaining consensus through the
selection of knowledge based on a vision of a society stratiﬁed by class and
“ability,” so too has the selective tradition operated today to deny the
importance of both conﬂict and serious ideological diﬀerence. What was
often in the past a conscious attempt by the bourgeoisie to create a consensus
that was not there, has now become the only possible interpretation of
social and intellectual possibilities. What was at ﬁrst an ideology in the form
of class interest has now become the deﬁnition of the situation in most
school curricula. We shall look at this by examining some aspects of that
formal corpus of school knowledge and see how what goes on within the
black box can create the outcomes the economic reproduction theorists
have sought to describe. Once more our view of science will play an
interesting, and in this case rather direct role.
Before proceeding, however, it is important to note that in order for the
school to continue to perform in a relatively smooth manner its complex
historical roles in the maximization of the production of technical knowledge and in the socialization of students into the normative structure
required by our society, it has to do something else which is related to and
helps underpin both roles. It has to make legitimate a basically technical
perspective, a tension of consciousness that responds to the social and
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intellectual world in an acritical fashion. That is, the school needs to make
all this seem natural. A society based on technical cultural capital and individual accumulation of economic capital needs to seem as if it were the only
possible world. Part of the school’s role, in other words, is to contribute to
the distribution of what the critical theorists of the Frankfurt School might
call purposive-rational patterns of rationality and action.
This is an important element in ideological hegemony, for, as was noted in
Chapter 3, in order for students’ deﬁnitions of situations (like those taught in
their initial school experience) to be maintained, these deﬁnitions must be
ongoingly conﬁrmed. This conﬁrmation must entail a continuation of the
patterns of interaction that dominated kindergarten, of course. But, since students, as they get older, now verbally reason with some facility, and can think
through aspects of their social and cultural conditions, the curriculum content
itself becomes even more important. There needs to be continuous and
increasingly sophisticated justiﬁcation for acceptance of the distinctions and
social rules they learned earlier. This justiﬁcation needs to set the ideological limits
of such thinking by embodying “appropriate” ways in which students can
begin to reason through the logic of why the institutions and the culture they
interact with everyday are in fact legitimate. This requires that institutions,
commonsense rules, and knowledge be seen as relatively pregiven, neutral, and
basically unchanging because they all continue to exist by “consensus.” Thus,
the curriculum should stress hegemonic assumptions, ones which ignore the
actual working of power in cultural and social life and which point to the
naturalness of acceptance, institutional beneﬁcence, and a positivistic vision in
which knowledge is divorced from the real human actors who created it. The
key to uncovering this, I believe, is the treatment of conﬂict in the curriculum.

Conﬂict and the Hidden Curriculum
The fact that schools normally seem neutral and are usually overtly insulated
from political processes and ideological argumentation has both positive and
negative qualities. The insulation has served to defend the school against
whims and fads that can often have a destructive eﬀect upon educational
practice. It also, however, can make the school rather unresponsive to the
needs of local communities and a changing social order. The pros and cons
of the schools as a “conservative” institution have been argued fervently for
the last ten years or so, at least. Among the most articulate of the spokespeople have been Edgar Z. Friedenberg and the late Jules Henry. Aside
from the discussions of the teaching of work related norms, the covert
teaching of an achievement and marketplace ethic and the probable substitution of a “middle class” and often “schizophrenic” value system for a
student’s own biographical meanings have been some of the topics most
usually subject to analysis. As we saw, a good deal of the focus has been on
what Jackson has so felicitously labeled the “hidden curriculum”—that is,
on the norms and values that are implicitly, but eﬀectively, taught in schools
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and that are not usually talked about in teachers’ statements of ends or goals.
In a manner similar, though not as politically oriented, to that found in
Chapter 3 here, for instance, Jackson deals extensively with the way students learn to cope with the systems of crowds, praise, and power in classrooms: with the large amount of waiting children are called upon to
experience, with the teacher as a child’s ﬁrst “boss,” and how children learn
to falsify certain aspects of their behavior to conform to the reward system
extant in most classrooms.2
These critiques of the ideological world-view being legitimated in the
schools have been incisive, yet they have failed to focus on a prevailing
characteristic of current schooling that signiﬁcantly contributes to the
maintenance of hegemony. There has been, so far, little examination of
how the treatment of conﬂict in the school curriculum can lead to political
quiescence and the acceptance by students of a perspective on social and
intellectual conﬂict that acts to maintain the existing distribution of power
and rationality in a society. Besides its support for the production and
socialization functions of schooling, the topic of conﬂict is crucial for two
reasons. How it is dealt with helps to posit a student’s sense of the legitimate
means of gaining recourse within unequal societies. This is particularly
important, and will become more so, in urban and working class areas. It
may be rather imperative that urban and working class, among other, students develop positive perspectives toward conﬂict and change, ones that
will enable them to deal with the complex and often repressive political
realities and dynamics of power of their society in a manner less apt to
preserve current institutional modes of interaction.3 Also, there may well be
speciﬁc programmatic suggestions that can be made and instituted fairly
readily in ongoing school programs that may alleviate some of the problems
(and which might be attempted for tactical reasons as well).
We can learn a bit about the importance of tacit or hidden teaching from
the literature on political socialization. It is beginning to be clear that
“incidental learning” contributes more to the political socialization of a
student than do, say, civics classes or other forms of deliberate teaching of
speciﬁc value orientations.4 Children are taught how to deal with and relate
to the structure of authority of the collectivity to which they belong by the
patterns of interaction they are exposed to to a certain extent in schools.
Obviously, it is not only the school that contributes to a student’s “adjustment to authority.” For instance, peer groups and especially the family,
through its child-rearing practices and its style of interpersonal interaction, can
profoundly aﬀect a child’s general orientation to authority.5 However, there is
a strong suggestion in recent research that schools are rather close rivals to the
family as signiﬁcant agents of political socialization. As Sigel puts it:6
[There] is probably little doubt that the public schools are a choice
transmission belt for the traditional rather than the innovative, much
less the radical. As a result, they facilitate the political socialization of
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the mainstream young and tend to equip them with the tools necessary
for the particular roles they are expected to play in a given society. One
may wish to quarrel with the diﬀerential roles the government and the
schools assign to students, but it would probably be considerably more
diﬃcult to deny the school’s eﬀectiveness.

It should be stated that the negative treatment given to the uses of conﬂict
goes far beyond the way with which it is overtly dealt in any one subject,
say, social studies, the area in which one usually ﬁnds material on and
teaching about conﬂict situations. Rather, the negative and quite unrealistic
approach seems endemic to many areas, and especially to science, the area
usually associated with objectivity and non-interpersonal conﬂict.
It has become increasingly evident that the formal corpus of school
knowledge found in, say, most history books and social studies texts and
materials has, over the years, presented a somewhat biased view of the true
nature of the amount and possible use of internecine strife in which groups
in this country and others have engaged. Our side is good; their side is bad.
“We” are peace loving and want an end to strife; “they” are warlike and
aim to dominate. The list could be extended considerably especially in racial
and class matters.7 Yet, we must go beyond this type of analysis, often even
beyond the work of the revisionist historians, political scientists, students of
political socialization, and educators to get at many of the roots of the
teaching of this dominant orientation. I shall examine here two speciﬁc
areas—social studies and science. In so doing, I shall point out that the
presentation of these two areas (among others) in schools both mirrors and
fosters an ideology that is oriented to a static perspective: in the social studies, on the positive and even essential functions of social conﬂict; and in
science, on the nature of scientiﬁc work and argumentation and on what
has been called “revolutionary” science. The view presented of science,
especially, in the schools is particularly interesting since it is essentially an
archetype of the ideological position on conﬂict I wish to illuminate.
Two tacit assumptions seem to be prominent in teaching and in curricular
materials. The ﬁrst centers around a negative position on the nature and
uses of conﬂict. The second focuses on men and women as recipients of
values and institutions, not on men and women as creators and recreators of
values and institutions. These assumptions act as basic guidelines that order
experiences.

Basic Rules and Tacit Assumptions
The concept of hegemony implies that fundamental patterns in society are
held together by tacit ideological assumptions, rules if you will, which are
not usually conscious, as well as economic control and power. These rules
serve to organize and legitimate the activity of the many individuals whose
interaction makes up a social order. Analytically it is helpful to distinguish
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two types of rules—constitutive or basic rules and preference rules.8 Basic
rules are like the rules of a game; they are broad parameters in which action
takes place. Preference rules, as the name suggests, are the choices one has
within the rules of the game. Take chess, for instance. There are basic
ground rules (which are not usually brought to a level of awareness) that
make chess diﬀerent from, say, checkers or other board games or even
nonboard games. And within the game of chess, one has choices of the
moves to make within this constitutive framework. Pawn’s choices involve
moving forward (except in “taking” an opponent), rooks move forward or
side to side, and so forth. If an opponent’s pawn were to jump over three
men to put you in check, then he or she obviously would not be following
the “rules of the game;” nor would he be following the tacitly accepted
rules if he, say, swept all your men from the board and shouted “I win!”
On the very broadest level, one of the constitutive rules most predominant in our society involves the notion of trust. When we drive down
the street, we trust that the car approaching from the opposite direction will
stay in its lane. Unless there is some outward manifestation of deviance from
this rule, we never even bring to a level of conscious awareness how this
basic rule of activity organizes our lives.9 A similar rule is the one that posits
the legitimate bounds of conﬂict. The rules of the game implicitly set out
the boundaries of the activities people are to engage or not to engage in, the
types of questions to ask, and the acceptance or rejection of other people’s
activities.10 Within these boundaries, there are choices among a range of
activities. We can use the courts, but not bomb; we can argue, but not duel;
and so forth. A basic assumption seems to be that conﬂict among groups of
people is inherently and fundamentally bad and we should strive to eliminate
it within the established framework of institutions, rather than seeing conﬂict
and contradiction as the basic “driving forces” in society.
While some of the better schools and classrooms are alive with issues and
controversy, the controversies usually exhibited in schools concern choices
within the parameters of implicitly held rules of activity. Little attempt is
made to focus on the parameters themselves.
The hidden curriculum in schools serves to reinforce basic rules surrounding the nature of conﬂict and its uses. It posits a network of assumptions that, when internalized by students, establishes the boundaries of
legitimacy. This process is accomplished not so much by explicit instances
showing the negative value of conﬂict, but by nearly the total absence of
instances showing the importance of intellectual and normative conﬂict in
subject areas. The fact is that these assumptions are obligatory for the students, since at no time are the assumptions articulated or questioned. By the
very fact that they are tacit, that they reside not at the roof but the root of
our brains, their potency as aspects of hegemony is enlarged.
Some of the potent relationship between basic assumptions dominant in a
collectivity and the hidden curriculum of school is examined by Dreeben.
He argues that students tacitly learn certain identiﬁable social norms mainly
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by coping with the day-to-day encounters and tasks of classroom life. The
fact that these norms that students learn penetrate many areas of later life is
critical since it helps document how schooling contributes to individual
adjustment to an ongoing social, economic, and political order. While his
analysis is rather conservative, as we saw in Chapter 2, still schooling,
occupation, and politics in the USA are well integrated for Dreeben. The
former acts as a distributor of a form of rationality that, when internalized
by the student, enables him or her to function in and, often, accept “the
occupational and political institutions which contribute to the stability of an
industrial society.”11
Social studies and science as they are taught in the large majority of
schools provide some of the most explicit instances of the hidden teaching. I
have chosen these areas for two reasons. First, there has been built up a
rather extensive and important literature concerned with the sociology of
the disciplines of scientiﬁc endeavor. This literature deals rather insightfully
with the “logic in use” of scientists (that is, what scientists seem actually to
do) as opposed to the “reconstructed logic” of scientists (that is, what philosophers of science and other observers say scientists do) that is normally
taught in schools.12 Second, in social studies the problems we discuss can be
illuminated rather clearly by drawing upon selected Marxian notions to
show that the commonsense views of social life often found in the teaching
of social studies are not inevitable. Let us examine science initially. In so
doing, I also want to propose, as one of the suggestions I noted in Chapter 1
that I would make, an alternate or, rather, a broader view of scientiﬁc
endeavor that should be considered by educators and, especially, curriculum
workers, if they are, at the very least, to focus on the ideological assumptions
inherent in much that is taught in our educational institutions.

Conﬂict in Scientiﬁc Communities
One of my basic theses is that science, as it is presented in most elementary
and a large proportion of secondary classrooms, contributes to the learning
by students of a basically unrealistic and essentially conservative perspective
on the usefulness of conﬂict. Scientiﬁc domains are presented as bodies of
knowledge (“thats” and “hows”), at best organized around certain fundamental regularities as in the many discipline and inquiry-centered curricula
that evolved after the “Brunerian revolution,” at worst as fairly isolated data
one masters for tests. Almost never is it seriously examined as a personal
construction of human beings. Let us examine this situation rather closely.
A science is not “just” a domain of knowledge or techniques of discovery
and formulating justiﬁcations; it is a group (or rather, groups) of individuals, a
community of scholars in Polanyi’s terms, pursuing projects in the world.13
Like all communities, it is governed by norms, values, and principles that are
both overtly seen and covertly felt. By being made up of individuals and
groups of scholars, it also has had a signiﬁcant history of both intellectual
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and interpersonal struggle. Often the conﬂict is generated by the introduction of a new and usually quite revolutionary paradigm that challenges the
basic meaning structures that were previously accepted by the particular
body of scientists, often, thereby, eﬀectively dividing the scholarly community. These struggles have been concerned with the modes of gaining
warranted knowledge, with what is to be considered properly scientiﬁc,
with the very basic foundations upon which science is based. They have also
been concerned with such situations as conﬂicting interpretations of data,
with who discovered what ﬁrst, and many more issues.
What can be found in schools, however, is a perspective that is akin to
what has been called the positivist ideal. 14 In our schools, scientiﬁc work is
tacitly always linked with accepted standards of validity and is seen (and
taught) as always subject to empirical veriﬁcation with no outside inﬂuences, either personal or political. “Schools of thought” in science do not
exist or, if they do, “objective” criteria are used to persuade scientists that
one side is correct and the other wrong. Just as will be evident in our discussion of social studies instruction, children are presented with a consensus
theory of science, one that underemphasizes the serious disagreements over
methodology, goals, and other elements that make up the paradigms of
activity of scientists. By the fact that scientiﬁc consensus is continually
exhibited, students are not permitted to see that without disagreement and
controversy science would not progress or would progress at a much slower
pace. Not only does controversy stimulate discovery by drawing the attention of scientists to critical problems,15 but it serves to clarify conﬂicting
intellectual positions. More will be mentioned about this point later in our
discussion.
A point that is also quite potent is that it is very possible that the standard
of “objectivity” (one is tempted to say “vulgar objectivity”) being exhibited
and taught in school may often lead to a detachment from political commitment. That is, it may not be neutrality as it is overtly expressed, but it
may mirror a rather deep fear of intellectual, moral, and political conﬂict.16
The focus in educational institutions on the student/scientist (who is often a
passive observer in many classrooms despite the emphasis being placed on
inquiry by theorists and curriculum specialists) as an individual who objectively and rationally tests or deduces warranted assumptions or makes and
checks hypotheses or what have you, critically misrepresents the nature of
the conﬂicts so often found between proponents of alternative solutions,
interpretations, or modes of procedure in scientiﬁc communities. It cannot
enable students to see the political dimensions of the process by which one
alternative theory’s proponents win out over their competitors. Nor can
such a presentation of science do more than systematically neglect the power
dimension involved in scientiﬁc argumentation.
Not only is the historical and continuing conﬂict between competing
theories in scientiﬁc domains ignored, but little or no thought has evidently
been given to the fact that hypothesis-testing and the application of existing
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scientiﬁc criteria are not suﬃcient to explain how and why a choice is made
between competing theories. There have been too many counter-instances
that belie this view of science.17 It is much more perceptive to note that
science itself is not necessarily fully cumulative, nor does it proceed
according to a basic criterion of consensus, but that it is driven by conceptual revolutions that cause groups of scientists to reorganize and reconceptualize the models by which they attempt to understand and manipulate
the world.18
The history of science has been and should be [seen] as a history of
competing research programs (or, if you wish, “paradigms”), but it has
not been and must not become a succession of periods of normal science:
the sooner competition starts the better for progress.
Now I am not trying to make a case here for a view of science that states
that “objectivity” and “neutrality,” hypothesis-testing and inquiry procedures are not of paramount importance. What I am saying is that scientiﬁc
argumentation and counter-argumentation are a major part of the scientiﬁc
enterprise and that the theories and modes of procedure (“structures of disciplines,” if you will) act as norms or psychological commitments that lead
to intense controversy between groups of scientists.19 This controversy is
central to progress in science, and it is this continuing conﬂict that is hidden
from students.
Perhaps this point can be made clearer by delving a bit more deeply into
some of the realistic characteristics of scientiﬁc disciplines often hidden from
public view and almost never taught in schools. While the discussion has
focused on conﬂict in scientiﬁc domains, it is sometimes diﬃcult to separate
conﬂict from competition. One of the more important oversights in schools
is the lack of treatment whatsoever of the “problem” of competition in
science. Competition over priority and recognition in new discoveries is a
characteristic of all established sciences.20 One need only read Watson’s
lively account of his race with Linus Pauling for the Nobel Prize for the
discovery of the structure of DNA, in The Double Helix, 21 to realize how
intense the competitiveness can be and how very human are scientists as
individuals and in groups.
Competition also can be seen quite clearly between specialties in a discipline, not necessarily on the “frontiers” of knowledge as in Watson’s case.
Here, as in football, the “commodity” (if I may speak metaphorically) is
topnotch students who can be recruited to expand the power and prestige
of an emerging specialty. There is continuous, but usually covert, competition among sub-disciplines in science for what seem to be limited amounts
of prestige available. The conﬂict here is crucial. Areas whose prestige is
relatively high tend to recruit members with the most talent. Relatively
lower prestige areas can have quite a diﬃcult time gaining adherents to their
particular interests. Realistically a prime factor, if not the most important
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factor, in high quality scientiﬁc research is the quality of student and scientiﬁc “labor” a specialty can recruit. Prestige has a strong inﬂuence in enticing students and the competition over relative prestige can be intense,
therefore, because of these consequences.22 This is, obviously, connected to
the cultural and economic role of the school in identifying those “laborers”
who can contribute to the maximization of expert knowledge.
My point here is not necessarily to denigrate competition in science
(though as the Roses have noted in their recent volumes, scientiﬁc activity
can and needs to progress through a shared progressive ideological position
as well),23 nor is it to present a demonic view of the scientiﬁc enterprise in
all its ramiﬁcations. Rather it is to espouse a more realistic perspective on
this enterprise and the uses of conﬂict among its practitioners. Conﬂict here is
quite “functional.” It induces scientists in each area to try to establish a
domain of competence in their subjects that is speciﬁcally theirs. “Competitive” pressures also sometimes help to assure that less popular research areas
are not neglected. Furthermore, the strong competitive element in the scientiﬁc community can encourage members to take risks, to outdistance
their competitors, in eﬀect, thereby increasing the possibility of new and
exciting discoveries24 (though it may also have been a factor in ignoring the
contributions of women in science as Olby’s discussion of the neglected
contributions of Rosalind Franklin to the discovery of the structure of DNA
demonstrates).25
Conﬂict is also heightened by the very normative structure of the scientiﬁc community itself. In fact, it may be a signiﬁcant contributing agent in
both conﬂict and competition. Among the many norms that guide the
behavior of scientists, perhaps the most important for our discussion here is
that of organized skepticism. Storer deﬁnes it as follows:26
This norm is directive, embodying the principle that each scientist
should be held individually responsible for making sure that previous
research by others on which he bases his work is valid. He cannot be
excused if he has accepted a false idea and then pleads innocence
“because Dr. X told me it was true,” even if privately we cannot accuse
him of willfully substituting error for truth; he should have been
properly skeptical of Dr. X’s work in the ﬁrst place …
The scientist is obligated also by this norm to make public his criticisms of the work of others when he believes it to be in error … It
follows that no scientist’s contribution to knowledge can be accepted
without careful scrutiny, and the scientist must doubt his own ﬁndings
as well as those of others.
It is not diﬃcult to see how the norm of organized skepticism has contributed to the controversies within scientiﬁc communities.
Other examples of conﬂict abound. Perhaps the one most important for
our own topic is the existence of “rebellious” subgroups in scientiﬁc
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communities. Specialties that revolt against the goals and/or means of a
larger discipline are quite common within the scientiﬁc tradition. These
rebellious groups of researchers are alienated from the main body of current
scientiﬁc discourse in their particular areas and sparks may very well ﬂy
because of the argumentation between the rebels and the traditionalists.
Here, often added to this situation, even the usual arguments that we
associate with science—that is, arguments among groups and individuals
over substantive issues such as warranted knowledge and the like—blend
with arguments over goals and policies. Even more importantly today, it is
becoming quite common (and in my view, happily so) for there to be
heated discussion and dissension over the political stance a discipline should
take and over the social uses of its knowledge.27
So far I have been documenting the rather important dimension of conﬂict in scientiﬁc communities. I have been making the point that scientiﬁc
knowledge as it is taught in schools has, in eﬀect, been divorced from the
structure of the community from which it evolved and which acts to criticize it. Students are “forced,” because of the very absence of a realistic picture of how communities in science apportion power and economic
resources, to internalize a view that has little potency for questioning the
legitimacy of the tacit assumptions about interpersonal conﬂict that govern
their lives and their own educational, economic, and political situations.
Not only are they presented with a view of science that is patently unrealistic, but, what is more important for my own position, they are not shown
how critical interpersonal intergroup (and, hence, class) argumentation and
conﬂict have been for the progress of science. When this situation is generalized into a basic perspective on one’s relation to the economic and
political paradigms of activity in a society, it is not diﬃcult to see how it can
serve to reinforce the quiescence of students, lead them into “proper channels”
for changing these structures, or help justify this structural arrangement by
providing the constitutive rules of thought that make any other perspective on
knowledge seem unnatural.

Conﬂict in Society
The second area of schooling in which one ﬁnds hidden curricular
encounters with and tacit teaching of constitutive assumptions about conﬂict, and that I have chosen to explicitly focus upon, is that of social studies.
As in our discussion of science, in delving into this area I shall propose an
alternative or broader view on conﬂict in society. I want also to document
some of the social uses of intellectual and normative conﬂict, uses that are
ignored in most of the curricular encounters found in schools.
An examination of much of the literature in social studies points to an
acceptance of society as basically a cooperative system. Observations in
classrooms, like these reported in Chapter 3, over an extended period of
time reveal a similar perspective. The orientation stems in large part from
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the (perhaps necessarily unconscious) basic ideological assumption that conﬂict, and especially social conﬂict, is not an essential feature of the network of
social relations we call society.28
More often than not, a social reality is pictured that tacitly accepts “happy
cooperation” as the normal if not the best way of life. Now it must be made
clear that the truth value of the statement that society is a cooperative
system (if only everyone would cooperate) cannot be determined empirically. It is essentially a value orientation that helps determine the questions
that one asks or the educational experiences one designs for students. And
the educational experiences seem to emphasize what is fundamentally a
conservative perspective.
The perspective found in schools leans heavily upon how all elements of
a society, from the postal worker and ﬁre ﬁghter in ﬁrst grade to the partial
institutions in civics courses in high school, are linked to each other in a
functional relationship, each contributing to the ongoing maintenance of
society. Internal dissension and conﬂict in a society are viewed as inherently
antithetical to the smooth functioning of the social order. Consensus is once
more a pronounced feature. This orientation is also evident in the implicit
emphasis upon students (and “man” in general) as value-transmitting and
value-receiving persons rather than as value-creating persons in much of
their school experience.29
The fact that there are a number of paradigmatic ways one can perceive
the social world has long been noted. However, it is also important to note
that each posits a certain logic of organization upon social activity and each
has certain, often strikingly diﬀerent, valuative assumptions that underlie it.
The diﬀerences between the Durkheimian and the more subjectivistic
Weberian perspectives oﬀer a case in point. Though less economically
sophisticated than some of his very new work, the recent analysis of structural-functional social theories, especially those of Parsons, by Gouldner
oﬀers a more current example. His examination, one that has a long intellectual history in the sociology of knowledge, raises intriguing questions
about the social and political consequences of contemporary social
thought—that much of its background of assumptions is determined by the
personal and class existence of the thinker, that it presents a “very selective,
one-sided picture of American society,” one geared to “the avoidance of
political tensions” and aimed at a notion that political stability, say, “would
be achieved if eﬀorts at social change prudently stopped short of changing
established ways of allocating and justifying power.”30 In short the underlying basis of such a social “paradigm” used to order and guide our perceptions is fundamentally oriented to the legitimation of the existing social
order. By the very fact that it seeks to treat such topics as social equilibrium
and system maintenance, for example, there is a strong tendency toward
conformity and a denial that there need be conﬂict.31 Like the socialization
tradition of curriculum research we discussed in Chapter 2 (which stems
from a structural-functional framework) it assumes the existence of the
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societal values, a perfect match between the ideological consciousness of
intellectuals and the requirements of the recreation of hegemonic categories
in children.
Opposed to the structural-functional type of reasoning, Gouldner advocates a diﬀerent “paradigm,” one that is rooted in the individual’s search to
transform herself and her activity, and one that sets not existing society as
measure but rather the possibility of basic structural change through an
individual’s passionate commitment and social involvement. The question
of legitimation, hence, becomes less a process of studying how institutional
tensions evolve and can be “settled,” and more an attempt to link institutions with their historical development and their need for transformation
according to explicitly chosen principles based on political, economic, and
ethical argumentation. The perspective on conﬂict of the latter position is
quite diﬀerent from that of the school of thought Gouldner criticizes.
In its analysis of the background assumptions of Parsonian social thought, for
example, Gouldner’s examination documents the place of moral argumentation
and value conﬂict, which are at the heart of the human sciences and their
understanding of society. He thereby considerably expands the boundaries of
possible conﬂict. This situation is perhaps most evident in his criticism of the
inordinate place Parsons gives to a socialization process that implicitly deﬁnes
“man” as primarily a recipient of values.32 He censures functionalist social theories for being incapable of dealing with “those who oppose social establishments
actively and who struggle to change its rules and membership requirements.”
Gouldner opposes this view with a focus upon human beings as engaged in a
dialectical process of receiving, creating, and recreating values and institutions.33
The continual recreation of values in a society is a diﬃcult process and often
involves conﬂict among those of disparate valuative frameworks. It is this type of
conﬂict, among others, to which Gouldner attempts to give a place.
By their very nature, social “paradigms” themselves are constantly changing, often “driven” by class conﬂict and social and economic contradictions. In fact, Gouldner’s recent work can be seen to mirror and be a part
of this change. However, they leave behind reiﬁcations of themselves found
in both elementary and high school curricula. This may be particularly true
in the case of the models of understanding of social life we ﬁnd in schools
today. These models bear a rather striking resemblance to the ideological
positions ﬁrst articulated by early educators and curriculists that I analyzed in
the last chapter.
There is, perhaps, no better example of the emphasis upon consensus,
order, and the absence of any conﬂict in social studies curricula than that
found in one of the more popular sets of educational materials, Science
Research Associates’ economics “kit,” Our Working World. It is designed to
teach basic concepts of disciplined economics to elementary school students.
The primary grade course of study subtitled “Families at Work” is organized
around everyday social interaction, the likes of which children would be
familiar with. Statements such as the following pervade the materials.34
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When we follow the rules, we are rewarded; but if we break the rules, we
will be punished. So you see, dear, that is why everyone does care. That is
why we learn customs and rules, and why we follow them. Because if we
do, we are all rewarded by a nicer and more orderly world.
The attitude exhibited toward the creation of new values and customs and
the value placed on an orderly, nonconﬂicting world seem to be indicative
of a more constitutive set of assumptions concerning consensus and social
life. When one realizes that students are inundated with examples of this
type throughout the day, ones in which it is rather diﬃcult to ﬁnd any
value placed upon disorder of any signiﬁcant sort, it makes one pause.
Even most of the inquiry-oriented curricula, though fruitful in other
ways to be sure, show a signal neglect of the eﬃcacy of conﬂict and the
rather long and deep-seated history it has held in social relationships. For
example, the basic assumptions that conﬂicts are to be “resolved” within
accepted boundaries and that continuing change in the framework and
texture of institutional arrangements is less than desirable can be seen in the
relatively sophisticated discipline-centered social science curricula that are
being developed currently. One of these curricula was put out by the
Center for the Study of Instruction in 1970. It overtly oﬀers a “conceptual
schemes” approach that puts forward a hierarchy of generalizations that,
ideally, are to be internalized by the student through his or her other active
participation in role-playing and inquiry. These levels of generalizations
range from rather simple to fairly complex and are subsumed under a broad
“descriptive” generalization or “cognitive scheme.” For example, subsumed
under the organizing generalization “Political organization (government)
resolves conﬂicts and makes interactions easier among people” are the
following sub-generalizations. They are listed in ascending complexity.35
1 The behavior of individuals is governed by commonly accepted rules.
2 Members of family groups are governed by rules and law.
3 Community groups are governed through leadership and authority.
4 Man’s peaceful interaction depends on social controls.
5 The pattern of government depends upon control by participation
in the political system.
6 Stable political organization improves the quality of life shared by
its citizens.
Coupled with these “descriptive” generalizations, which the students are to
be led up to, are such “supporting concepts” as “Rules help to maintain
order” and “Rules help protect health and safety.”36 Now, few will quarrel
with these statements. After all, rules do help. But, like the assumptions
prevalent in the economics materials, children are confronted with a tacit
emphasis once again on a stable set of structures and on the maintenance
of order.
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What is intriguing is the nearly complete lack of treatment of or even
reference to conﬂict as a social concern or as a category of thought in most
available social studies curricula or in most classrooms observed. Of the
more popular materials, only those developed under the aegis of the late
Hilda Taba refer to it as a key concept. However, while the Taba Social
Studies Curriculum overtly focuses on conﬂict, and while this focus in itself
is a welcome sight, its orientation is on the serious consequences of sustained conﬂict rather than on the many positive aspects also associated with
conﬂict itself. Conﬂict again is viewed as “dysfunctional,” even though it is
pictured as being ever present.37
As was noted previously, to a large extent society as it exists, in both its
positive and negative aspects, is held together by implicit commonsense
rules and paradigms of thought, by hegemony as well as by overt power.
Social studies materials such as this (and there are many others to which I
have not referred) can contribute to the reinforcing and tacit teaching of
certain dominant basic assumptions and, hence, a pro-consensus and antidissension belief structure.
This view is being countered somewhat by a portion of the content now
being taught under the rubric of Black and Women’s Studies. Here, struggle
and conﬂict on a communal basis are often explicitly and positively focused
upon.38 While many curriculists may ﬁnd such overt espousal of community
goals somewhat antithetical to their own inclinations, the fact that there has
been an attempt to present a comparatively realistic outlook on the signiﬁcant
history and uses of conﬂict in the progress of social classes and groups,
through the civil rights and Black power movements for instance, must be
recognized. Even those who would not applaud or would applaud only a
rather safe or conservative view on this subject should realize the potency and
positive value of just such a perspective for developing a group consciousness
and a cohesiveness not heretofore possible. This point will be made again in
my more general discussion of the uses of conﬂict in social groups.
To say, however, that most Black Studies curricula exhibit this same
perspective would be less than accurate. One could also point to the by
now apparent presentation of Black historical material where those Blacks
are presented who stayed within what were considered to be the legitimate
boundaries (constitutive rules) of protest or progressed in accepted economic, athletic, scholarly, or artistic ﬁelds. Usually, one does not ﬁnd
reference to Malcolm X, Marcus Garvey, or others who oﬀered a potent
critique of existing modes of economic and cultural control and activity.
However, it is the massiveness of the tacit presentation of the consensus
perspective that must be stressed, as well as its occurrence in the two areas
examined in this chapter.
It is not suﬃcient, though, for our purposes to “merely” illuminate how
the hidden curriculum obligates students to experience certain encounters
with basic rules. It is essential that an alternative view be posited and that
the uses of social conﬂict that I have been mentioning be documented.
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It is possible to counter the consensus orientation with a somewhat less
consensus bound set of assumptions, assumptions that seem to be as empirically warranted, if not more so, as those to which I have raised objections.
For instance, some social theorists have taken the position that “society is not
primarily a smoothly functioning order of the form of a social organism, a
social system, or a static social fabric.” Rather, continuous change in the elements and basic structural form of society is a dominant characteristic. Conﬂicts are the systematic products of the changing structure of a society and by
their very nature tend to lead to progress. The “order” of society, hence,
becomes the regularity of change. The “reality” of society is conﬂict and ﬂux,
not a “closed functional system.”39 It has been stated that the most signiﬁcant
contribution to the understanding of society made by Marx was his insight
that a major source of change and innovation is internal conﬂict.40 In essence,
therefore, conﬂicts must be looked at as a basic and often beneﬁcial
dimension of the dialectic of activity we label society.
An examination of positions within and closely allied with this general
orientation can help to illuminate the importance of conﬂict. One of the
more interesting perspectives points to its utility in preventing the reiﬁcation
of existing social institutions by exerting pressure upon individuals and
groups to be innovative and creative in bringing about changes in institutional
activities. Coser puts it well:41
Conﬂict within and between groups in a society can prevent accommodations and habitual relations from progressively impoverishing
creativity. The clash of values and interests, the tension between what is
and what some groups feel ought to be, the conﬂict between vested
interests and new strata and groups demanding their share of power,
have been productive of vitality.
Yet one is hard pressed to ﬁnd anything akin to this orientation in most of
the materials and teaching exhibited in schools. The basic rules of activity
that govern our perception tend to cause us to picture conﬂict as primarily a
negative quality in a collectivity. However, “happy cooperation” and conﬂict are the two sides of the societal coin, neither of which is wholly positive or negative. Though he does speak here from within something of a
functionalist perspective, this outlook is still forcefully put by Coser in one
of his earlier treatments of the topic.42
No group can be entirely harmonious for it would then be devoid of
process and structure. Groups require disharmony as well as harmony,
dissociation as well as association; and conﬂicts within them are by no
means altogether disruptive factors. Group formation is the result of
both types of processes. The belief that one process tears down what
the other builds up, so that what ﬁnally remains is the result of subtracting the one from the other, is based on a misconception. On the
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contrary, both “positive” and “negative” factors build group relations.
Far from being necessarily dysfunctional, a certain degree of conﬂict is an
essential element in group formation and the persistence of group life.
The basic rule of activity that constitutes the unconscious negative value
associated with conﬂict tends to lead to the designing of experiences that
focus on the “law or rule breaking” dimension of conﬂict, yet it should be
made clear that conﬂict leads not “merely” to law breaking but is, in eﬀect,
law creating as well.43 It performs the considerable task of pointing to areas
of needed redress. Furthermore, it brings into conscious awareness the more
basic rules that govern the particular activity over which there is conﬂict but
that were hidden from view. That is, it performs the unique function of
enabling individuals to see the hidden imperatives built into situations that
act to structure their actions, thereby partially freeing individuals to create
relevant patterns of actions to an extent not usually possible. These lawcreating and expanding-awareness properties of conﬂict situations oﬀer, in
combination, a rather positive eﬀect. Since conﬂict brings about inherently
new situations that to a large degree are undeﬁned by previous assumptions, it
acts as a stimulus for the establishment of new and possibly more ﬂexible or
situationally pertinent norms of activity. By literally forcing conscious attention, issues are deﬁned and new dimensions can be explored and made clear.44
Documentation of the positive eﬀects of conﬂict would not be even
nearly adequate if a major use were to go unmentioned, especially given my
own commitment to making education, in particular, more responsive to
the needs of the communities and classes it serves. Here I am speaking of
the importance of conﬂict for both creating and legitimating a conscious
and speciﬁcally class, ethnic, and sexual experience. It is now well
known that one of the primary ways groups deﬁne themselves is by
perceiving themselves as struggling with other groups and that such
struggle both increases members’ participation in group activities and
makes them more conscious of the bonds that tie them together.45 That
the Black, other ethnic, and women’s communities have, to a signiﬁcant
extent, deﬁned themselves along these in-group/out-group lines, is of no
small moment since it enables a greater cohesiveness among the various
elements within their respective communities. By drawing upon “primordial sentiments” such as class, race, and sex, a communal meaning
structure is created that makes plausible an individual’s and a group’s
continued and separate existence.46 Just as conﬂict seems to be a primary
means for the establishment of individual autonomy and for the full
diﬀerentiation of personality from the outside world,47 so too is it
eﬀective for the full diﬀerentiation of community autonomy. In essence,
it can create a “strain toward the articulation of assumptions which mark
that group alone, in order to reinforce solidarity and agreement among
its members,” a point that we saw in Chapter 1 is an important element
in a potent ideology.
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I have been proposing an alternative outlook on the presence and uses of
conﬂict in social groups. It is feasible for it to be used as a more objective
foundation for designing curricula and guiding teaching so that the more
static hidden curriculum students encounter can be counterbalanced to
some extent. The explicit focusing on conﬂict as a legitimate category of
conceptualization and as a valid and essential dimension of collective life
could enable the development by students of a more viable and potent
political and intellectual perspective from which to perceive their relation to
existing economic and political institutions. At the least, such a perspective
gives them a better understanding of the tacit ideological assumptions that
act to structure their own activity.

Programmatic Considerations
There are a number of programmatic suggestions that can be made that
could at least partially serve to counterbalance the hidden curriculum and
selective tradition most evident in science and social studies as representatives of the formal corpus of school knowledge. While these are by their
very nature still rather tentative and only partial, they may prove important.
A more balanced presentation of some of the espoused values of science is
essential, especially that relating to organized skepticism. The historical
importance to the scientiﬁc communities of the overriding skeptical outlook
needs to be recognized and focused upon.
The history of science can be seen as a continuing dialectic of controversy
and conﬂict between advocates of competing research programs and paradigms, between accepted answers and challenges to these “truths.” As such,
science itself could be presented with a greater historical orientation documenting the conceptual revolutions necessary for signiﬁcant breakthroughs
to occur.
Rather than adhering to a view of science as truth, the balanced presentation of science as truth-until-further-notice, as a process of continual
change, could prevent the crystallization of attitude. In this connection also,
the study of how conceptual revolutions in science have proceeded would
contribute to a less positive perspective on consensus as the only mode of
progress.
To this point can be added a focus upon the moral uses and dilemmas of
science. For example, personalizing the history of science through cases such as
Oppenheimer, Watson, and, intriguingly, the controversy surrounding the
Velikovsky case, would indeed be helpful.48 When taken together with a serious analysis of, say, the role of women in science and medicine, these suggestions would help to eliminate the bias of present curricula by introducing the
idea of personal and interpersonal controversy and conﬂict.49
In the social studies, a number of suggestions can be made. The comparative study of revolution, say the American, French, Russian, Portuguese, and Chinese, would serve to focus upon the properties of the human
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condition that cause and are ameliorated by interpersonal conﬂict. This
suggestion is made more appropriate when coupled with the fact that in
many countries revolution is the legitimate (in a quite real sense of the
word) mode of procedure for redressing grievances. To this could be added
studies of economic and cultural imperialism.50
A more realistic appraisal and presentation of the uses of conﬂict in the
legal and economic rights movement of Blacks, Indians, women, workers,
and others would no doubt assist in the formation of a perspective that
perceives these and similar activities as legitimate models of action. The fact
that laws had to be broken and were then struck down by the courts later is
not usually focused upon in social studies curricula. Yet, it was through
these types of activities that a good deal of progress was and is made. Here
community and “movement” studies of how changes have been eﬀected is
an interesting process, one that should prove of considerable moment. This
points to how critical it is that things like serious labor history be taught in
schools. All too often we minimize the history of the concrete struggles
workers had to engage in and the sacriﬁces they made. At the same time,
students can be led to ground their own family and personal experiences in
the history of class and ethnic group as well. Numerous bibliographies on
topics such as labor history, the struggles of women, Blacks, and others are
available to assist us in countering the selective tradition here.51
Beyond these suggestions for speciﬁc programmatic changes, one further
area should be noted. Sociological “paradigms” also attempt to account for
the commonsense reality in which students and teachers dwell. Schools are
integrally involved in this reality and its internalization. It might be wise to
consider engaging students in the articulation and development of paradigms of activity within their everyday lives at school. Such involvement
could enable students to come to grips with and amplify crucial insights into
their own conditionedness and freedom. Such insights could potentially
alter the original paradigm and the commonsense reality itself. It would also
make possible to a greater degree a concrete and meaningful educational
encounter for students with the process of value and institutional recreation.
Social action curricula and student rights struggles, though limited in their
usefulness because of the serious danger of “incorporation,” could be quite
helpful here in giving students a sense of their own possible competence in
challenging hegemonic conditions in certain areas.52

Conclusions
Research on political socialization of children seems to indicate the importance of the president and the police as points of contact between children
and the structures of authority and legitimacy in a society.53 For instance,
there is a strongly personal initial bond between the child and these representatives of the structures of authority. As the child matures, these very
personal ties are transferred to more anonymous institutions such as
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Congress or to political activities such as voting. The tendency to lift
impersonal institutions to high esteem may be quite an important source of
the relative stability and durability of the structures of authority in industrial
societies.54
Yet it is not quite certain that this formulation really answers the questions
one could raise concerning political and social stability. The foundation of
political (broadly conceived) leanings and relations to political and social
structures is in a belief system that itself rests upon basic patterns of assumptions “determined” by social and economic activity. Such rules for activity
(and thought as a fundamental form of this activity) are probably more
important to a person’s relation to his or her life-world than we realize. We
have been examining one of these constitutive ideological assumptions.
It has been my contention that the schools systematically distort the
functions of social conﬂict in collectivities. The social, intellectual, and
political manifestations of this distortion are manifold. They may contribute
signiﬁcantly to the ideological underpinnings that serve to fundamentally
orient individuals toward an unequal society.
Students in most schools and in urban centers in particular are presented
with a view that serves to legitimate the existing social order since change,
conﬂict, and men and women as creators as well as receivers of values and
institutions are systematically neglected. I have pointed to the massiveness of
the presentation. Now something else must be stressed once again—the fact
that these meaning structures are obligatory. Students receive them from
persons who are “signiﬁcant others” in their lives, through their teachers,
other role models in books and elsewhere. To change this situation, students’ perceptions of to whom they are to look as holders of “expert
knowledge” must be radically altered. In ghetto areas, a partial answer is,
perhaps, instituting a more radical perspective in the schools. This change
can be carried out only by political activity. As has been mentioned before,
it may very well be that to divorce an educator’s educational existence from
his or her other political existence is to forget that as an act of inﬂuence,
education is also an inherently political act. Yet with this political sensitivity
must also come a fair measure of economic and cultural understanding that
speaks to the power of these ideological meanings, that situates them back
into the actual social processes which generated them.
Thus, that these assumptions exist should not surprise us given the argument
about the “inner logic” of a particular economic and ideological form. The
selective tradition I have analyzed in this chapter is a “natural” outgrowth of
the relations between our extant cultural and economic institutions. When a
society “requires,” at both an economic and a cultural level, the maximization
(not distribution) of the production of technical knowledge, then the science
that is taught will be divorced from the concrete human practices that sustain it.
When a society “requires,” at an economic level, the “production” of agents
who have internalized norms which stress engaging in often personally meaningless work, acceptance of our basic political and economic institutions as
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stable and always beneﬁcent, a belief structure resting on consensus, and a
positivistic and technical logic, then we would expect that the formal and
informal curricula, the cultural capital, in schools will become aspects of hegemony. The inner logic of these tensions and expectations will set the limits, the
constitutive rules, that will become our common sense. Any other response
will seem unnatural, which is exactly the point both Williams and Gramsci
have maintained.
The overt and covert teaching of these views of science and social life
combine with and justify earlier socialization. Both make it quite diﬃcult
for one to be at all aware of the ideological saturation that goes on. For if
the “facts” of the world do rest on our theories of them, then the world
people see, the economic and cultural meanings they give to it, will be
deﬁned in such a way as to be self-justifying. Meanings are given about the
way the world “really is” and the economic and cultural interests that
determine why it is this way are legitimated as well. The ideological function is circular. Power and knowledge are here again intimately and subtly
linked through the roots of our common sense, through hegemony.
One of the primary tasks of this chapter has been to present lenses that
are alternative to those that normally legitimate many of the activities and
encounters curriculists design for students. It will become clearer as this
volume progresses that the curriculum ﬁeld itself has limited its own forms
of consciousness so that the political and ideological assumptions that
undergird a good deal of its normal patterns of activity are as hidden as
those that students encounter in schools.55 I have pointed to the possibilities
inherent in a more realistic approach to the nature of conﬂict as one alternative “form of consciousness.” Yet when all has been said, it is still possible
to raise the question of whether such theoretical investigations are either
heuristically, politically, or programmatically helpful.
One of the diﬃculties in seeking to develop new perspectives is the
obvious and oft pointed to distinction between theory and practice or, to
put it in commonsense language, between “merely” understanding the
world and changing it. This distinction is rooted in our very language. Yet
it is crucial to remind ourselves that while, say, Marx felt that the ultimate
task of philosophy and theory was not merely to “comprehend reality” but
to change it, it is also true that according to Marx revolutionizing the world
has as its very foundation an adequate understanding of it. (After all, Marx
spent a good deal of his lifetime writing Das Kapital while he also engaged
in political and economic action which served to help clarify the correctness
of that understanding. Action and reﬂection merged into praxis.)56
The signiﬁcant danger is not that “theory” oﬀers no mode of critiquing
and changing reality, but that it can lead to quietism or a perspective that,
like Hamlet, necessitates a continuing monologue on the complexity of it
all, while the world tumbles down around us. It would seem important to
note that not only is an understanding of existing reality a necessary condition for changing it, but it is a major step in actually eﬀecting an ethically,
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aesthetically, and economically adequate reconstruction.57 However, with
this understanding of the social milieu in which curriculists operate, there
must also be a continual attempt to bring to a conscious level and act against
those hidden epistemological and ideological assumptions that help to
structure the decisions they make, the environments they design, and the
traditions they select. These fundamental assumptions can have a signiﬁcant
impact on the hidden curriculum which students tacitly experience and
which helps recreate hegemony.
Without an analysis and greater understanding of these latent assumptions,
educators run the very real risk of continuing to let ideological values work
through them. A conscious advocacy of a more realistic outlook on and
teaching of the dialectic of social change would, no doubt, contribute to
preparing students with the political and conceptual tools necessary to deal
with the dense reality they must face. However, can we accomplish the
same for curriculists and other educators? Can we illuminate the political
and conceptual tools needed to face the unequal society in which they also
live? The most fruitful way to begin this task is to document what their
conceptual and political tools do now: Do they again maintain a false consensus? How do they act as aspects of hegemony? What are their latent
ideological functions? With a ﬁrmer grasp on the way schools assist in the
creation of hegemony through the “socialization” of students, it is this
task—how hegemony operates in the heads of educators—to which we
shall now turn.
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6

Systems Management and the
Ideology of Control

In Chapter 4, we saw how, historically, “science” provided the rhetorical
justiﬁcation that covered the fact that curriculum thinking was increasingly
based on ideological presuppositions. This process has not stopped, either in
the way that, as I just disclosed, certain views of science and social life are
selected as the most legitimate knowledge in the overt curriculum in
schools or in the ideological functions of science as justiﬁcation for conservative research and decision making. Thus, we shall have to inquire into
how the vision of education as a science functions ideologically today. For
just as hegemony is maintained within schools through the tacit teaching
that goes on, so too is an acritical view of institutions and an overly technical and positivistic view of science made an aspect of an eﬀective and
dominant culture by the “intellectuals” whose action makes it legitimate,
who make it seem like a set of neutral categories that gives meaning so that
we may act appropriately to help children.
We shall have to ask a number of questions about the ideological saturation of educators’ consciousness, in the same way as we asked how the students’ life within the black box contributed to economic and cultural
reproduction before. What is the latent role of the linguistic and logical
structure of technical, eﬃciency, and “scientiﬁc” perspectives in curriculum
and in education in general? Who beneﬁts from such perspectives? How do
these categories and forms of consciousness serve as mechanisms of social
and economic interest, when they are so clearly guided by the liberal urge
to help? Are real, or abstracted, individuals “helped” by these interests?
The current exemplars of such approaches, ones that ﬁt into the long
lineage of “scientiﬁc” curriculum work based on the achievement and
socialization traditions, are systems management and behavioral objectives,
technically and positivistically oriented educational evaluation done by
“experts,” and clinical terminology and research. Each of these has found its
way to the very roots of the brains of educators. The next two chapters of
the book will turn our focus to these areas. The analysis will begin with one
of the most rapidly growing “technologies” in the rhetorical arsenal of
education, that of systems management. “Science” will play an important
part by providing the “ultimately right principles” upon which there must
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be consensus, once again. Yet this time the ideological consensus will be less
in the heads of students and more within the heads of intellectuals like educators. Because of its very nature, this set of ideological “principles” has a
major impact on the fundamental perspectives educators themselves employ
to order, guide, and give meaning to their own activity, on the principles
used to organize and structure the knowledge and symbols schools select and
distribute. For they comprise the ﬁlter through which the knowledge and
symbols are chosen and organized. And, as in our earlier discussions, they
seem self-justifying. They have become part of our common sense.

On the State of the Field
A few years ago, a well-known curriculum worker began his arguments for
behavioral objectives—one of the precursors and usually a basic tenet of
“systems management procedures” in education—with some rather interesting comments. Even though pointing to the necessity of dialogue for
examining the respective worths of diﬀerent positions on the controversial
subject of designing educational activities in terms of “measurable learner
behaviors,” he had a few remarks to say that are quite pertinent to this
chapter’s analysis of the ideological place of “science” in curriculum. With
your permission, I would like to quote these remarks.1
Within the last few years a rather intense debate has developed in the
ﬁeld of curriculum and instruction regarding the merits of stating
instructional objectives in terms of measurable learner behaviors.
Because I am thoroughly committed, both rationally and viscerally, to
the proposition that instructional goals should be stated behaviorally, I
view this debate with some ambivalence. On the one hand, it is probably desirable to have a dialogue of this sort among specialists in our
ﬁeld. We get to know each other better—between attacks. We test the
respective worths of opposing positions. We can have hopefully stimulating symposia such as this one. Yet as a partisan in the controversy,
I would prefer unanimous support of the position to which I subscribe.
You see, the other people are wrong. Adhering to a philosophic tenet
that error is evil, I hate to see my friends wallowing in sin.
He then goes on to say:
Moreover, their particular form of sin is more dangerous than some of
the time-honored perversions of civilized societies. For example, it will
probably harm more people than the most exotic forms of pornography. I believe that those who discourage educators from precisely
explicating their instructional objectives are often permitting, if not
promoting, the same kind of unclear thinking that has led in part to the
generally abysmal quality of instruction in this country.
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Now I ﬁnd Popham’s quote rather interesting. First, it documents the
intellectual state of the curriculum ﬁeld. While many of the speciﬁc criticisms of the curriculum ﬁeld by individuals like Joseph Schwab are tautologous, I tend to agree with his suggestion that the imminent death of a
discipline is seen in its increasing use of ad hominem arguments2 such as the
one we have just quoted. Second, and of more important concern, is the set
of assumptions mirrored in the statement just quoted, assumptions that
provide the ideological foundation for systems management in education.
These assumptions are concerned with the tacit advocacy of a view once
again negating the importance of intellectual and valuative conﬂict, a rather
limited perspective on scientiﬁc endeavor, an inability to deal with ambiguity, and ﬁnally an outmoded separation of moral and technical questions.
The increasing use of systems terminology in education rests on this set of
beliefs which when examined is often unrealistic, and socially and politically
conservative.
At the outset, let me make certain of my perspectives clear. Just as we saw
in our treatment of how the hidden and overt knowledge found in schools
cannot be considered apart from the other economic and social institutions
of a collectivity—that such knowledge is intimately involved with, mirrors,
and helps reproduce the dominant institutions of a society—so too is it
important to realize that our own thought about schooling and curriculum
design is also fundamentally linked to the structure of the social order in
which we exist.3 While I would like to continue to avoid an overly deterministic interpretation of consciousness, I would take the position that the
basic framework of most curriculum rationality is generally supportive and
accepting of the existing economic, political, ideological, and intellectual
framework that apportions opportunity and power in American society. I
do not ask you to share all of my perceptions about exactly how this framework tends toward the sublimation of basic human sentiment and the
repression of a large portion of people within it. What I do ask is that the
perceptions not be dismissed oﬀhandedly and that curriculists cease to act on
tacit assumptions which prevent them from focusing upon the deﬁnite
ideological and epistemological commitments they possess. Part of the task
of curriculum scholarship is to bring to a level of awareness the latent results
of our work, for values continually work through us and are sedimented
within the very mindset we apply to our problems. It may very well be the
case that the often unequal and problematic activities and consequences of
schooling will not be fundamentally altered until we cease searching for
simple solutions to our problems. Part of the answer, but only part, is to
illuminate our political and conceptual orientations. It is possible that the
two are considerably interwoven.
I would like to point to tendencies in systems management procedures
that often have some interesting things to say about the curriculum ﬁeld’s
social commitments, commitments that may be more hidden than those
advocated by earlier curriculists, but commitments that are powerful
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nevertheless. They document the way the early ideological interests of the
ﬁrst curriculists have continued their transformation from overt class interests to “neutral” principles of helping. For example, I shall consider systems
language as conservative social rhetoric and shall look behind it to portray its
incorrect view of science. First, let us look at systems thought as a general
intellectual framework in education. Let me state, however, that the
points to be made here apply to the educational uses of systems logic and
not necessarily to systems thought, per se (though this latter point does
remain moot).

Systems and Technical Control
Usually, one engages in systems approaches to obtain a more exact and
“scientiﬁc” analysis. However, the view of scientiﬁc activity underpinning
the use of systems strategies in education and curriculum design is based less
upon an accurate view of scientiﬁc processes than it is upon an after-the-fact
examination of scientiﬁc products. A distinction that is helpful here is one
between the logic in use of a science and its reconstructed logic.4 The former
connotes what scientists actually do; and that is not necessarily the linear
progression of stating goals absolutely clearly, of hypothesis testing and veriﬁcation or falsiﬁcation through statistical or other analyses, and so forth.
The latter connotes what observers, philosophers of science, and others say
that the logic of scientiﬁc inquiry looks like. There has been an exceptionally
long history in educational thought, from Snedden up to the present, of
borrowing a reconstructed logic of scientiﬁc activity and expecting it to be
suﬃcient for treating the complex problem of curriculum design, to say
nothing of curriculum “research.”
This has usually taken the form of the development of procedures to
guarantee certainty and to rationalize and make explicit as many aspects of
people’s activity as possible, be it the researcher, the educational decision
maker, or the student. Huebner has described this approach as “technological” in that it seeks to use strict forms of means-ends or process-product
reasoning and is primarily interested in eﬃciency, thus tending to exclude
other modes of valuing.5 Examples include the aforementioned early work
of Bobbitt on activity analysis, which seemed to crystallize the basic paradigm of the ﬁeld of curriculum, and the latter emphasis on behavioral
objectives. Each of these has sought to specify the operational boundaries of
institutional interaction and has been motivated by a need for closure and,
especially, surety. The behavioral objectives movement, for instance, in
both its weak and strong senses, has sought to reduce student action to
speciﬁable forms of overt behavior so that the educator can have certitude
of outcome. While the need for certainty is understandable given the large
sums of money spent on education, its superﬁciality is disturbing. The
behavioral orientation itself (as well as many constitutive aspects of systems
management approaches) has been eﬀectively dealt with by such early
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treatments as Ryle’s analysis of knowing in its dispositional vs. achievement
senses, by Polanyi’s exploration of forms of tacit knowing, and in Hannah
Arendt’s masterful examination of how the need for certainty often precludes the creation of personal meaning and eﬀectively weakens the base of
political action.6 These analytic concerns aside, however, the perspective on
systems as enabling a more “scientiﬁc” approach to educational problems
requires further investigation.
Unlike the unceasing quest for surety among educators, scientiﬁc activity
has been characterized less by a preference for certainty, for the slow and
steady accumulation of technical data than we have supposed. What most
members of the scientiﬁc community would label good science is a process
that is constituted upon the leap of faith, an aesthetic sensitivity, a personal
commitment, and of great importance, an ability to accept ambiguity and
uncertainty.7 Without such qualities, ones which maintain the scientiﬁc
enterprise as an essentially human and changing artifact, science becomes
mere technology. The view of science used to give legitimacy to a good
deal of curriculum thought, especially that of systems approaches, is more
reminiscent of a nineteenth century brand of positivism than it is of current
scientiﬁc and philosophical discourse. While the trend toward naive reductionism, for example, in approaching human action was stemmed in philosophy by 1930 or so,8 as we shall see much of curriculum rationality today
has progressed no further.
The problem of drawing upon a reconstructed logic is further compounded by our belief in the inherent neutrality of systems management.
There seems to be a tacit assumption that systems management procedures
are merely “scientiﬁc” techniques; they are interest-free and can be applied
to “engineer” nearly any problem one faces. A searching analysis discloses
some provocative questions about this assumption, however.
To be accurate, systems management procedures are not interest-free.
Their own constitutive interest lies primarily in, and has the social consequence of, eﬀecting and maintaining technical control and certainty. 9 Like
the reconstructed logic of the strict sciences, it is aimed, fundamentally
and unalterably, at the regularities of human behavior, the language of
“individual diﬀerences” to the contrary. It is, hence, essentially manipulative. The manipulative perspective is inherent in the quest for certainty. In fact it is diﬃcult to envision how an unﬂinching requirement
for exactitude in goals and behavioral speciﬁcations can be less than
manipulative given the propensities of men and women to exist in a
dialectical relationship with their social reality—that is to make meaning
their own and go beyond the framework and texture of socially sedimented meanings and institutions.10 It is here in the creation of an
abstracted individual, one who bears a totally one-sided and acritical
relationship to his or her social reality, that we ﬁnd a primary example
of the conservative orientation so deeply embedded in “technological”
models of educational thought.
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A similar point is made by Sennett in his discussion of the tendency of
city planners to create systems whose ideal is that nothing “be out of control,” for institutional life “to be manipulated on so tight a rein [that] all
manner of diverse activities must be ruled by the lowest common denominator.”11 He summarizes his analysis of the propensity for systems planners
to use technological and production models thus:12
Their impulse has been to give way to that tendency … of men to
control unknown threats by eliminating the possibility of experiencing
surprise. By controlling the frame of what is available for social interaction, the subsequent path of social action is tamed. Social history is
replaced by the passive “product” of social planning. Buried in this
hunger for preplanning along machine like lines is the desire to avoid
pain, to create a transcendent order of living that is immune to the
variety, and so the inevitable conﬂict, between men.
The philosophical naivete and the strikingly deterministic aspect of systems
management as it is applied in education is perhaps most evident in the
dictum that requires of those building instructional systems, for instance, to
“formulate speciﬁc learning objectives, clearly stating whatever the learner is
expected to be able to do, know, and feel as an outcome of his learning
experiences”13 (my italics.) Even a surface examination of the psychological
and especially the philosophical analyses of the nature of dispositions,
attainments, and propensities, and how these are “taught” and linked with
other types of “knowledge,” shows the lack of any signiﬁcant amount of
thought being given to how human beings do, in fact, operate in real life.14
Furthermore, the reductive mentality, one in which the components of
cognition are divorced from “feeling” and can be behaviorally speciﬁed,
fundamentally misconstrues the nature of human action.15 The very idea
that educators should specify all or even the primary aspects of a person’s
action substitutes the slogan of manipulation for the awesome task of
making moral choices.
It should be made clear that curriculum design, the creating of educative
environments in which students are to dwell, is inherently a political and
moral process. It involves competing ideological, political, and intensely
personal conceptions of valuable educational activity. Furthermore, one of
its primary components is the fact of inﬂuencing other people—namely
students. Our commonsense thought in education, however, tends to move
in a direction quite the opposite from moral and political considerations.
Instead spheres of decision making are perceived as technical problems that
only necessitate instrumental strategies and information produced by technical experts,16 hence both eﬀectively removing the decisions from the
realm of political and ethical debate and covering the relationship between
the status of technical knowledge and economic and cultural reproduction.
In other words, even though rationales such as systems procedures cloak
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themselves in the language of “being realistic,” there is a strong tendency in
their use to ﬂatten reality, to deﬁne the complex valuative issues out of
existence by using a form of thought that is amenable only to technical
competence. In essence the employment of systems procedures qua formula
tends to obscure for the educator the fact that he or she is making profound
ethical and economic decisions about a group of other human beings.
Now the real issue is not that systems techniques yield information and
feedback that may be used by systems of social control. They themselves are
systems of control.17 What is of equal importance is the fact that the belief
system underlying them and a major portion of the curriculum ﬁeld stems
from and functions as a technocratic ideology which often can serve to
legitimate the existing distribution of power and privilege in our society.18
The very language used by a number of proponents of systems management
in education conveys their assumptions. While change is viewed as important, it is usually dealt with by such notions as system adjustment. 19 The
basis of the system itself remains unquestioned. The use of systems procedures assumes as its taken for granted foundation that the institutions of
schooling are fundamentally sound. That is, while “the quality of instruction” is often poor, the same general pattern of human interaction is suﬃcient for education, if the institution can be “tuned up,” so to speak. The
problems of schooling are to be solved by “modest inputs of centralized
administration, along with expert services, research and advice.” The lack of
quality in education is viewed in terms of only a lack of technical sophistication and can be eﬀectively solved through engineering.20 The increasing
disaﬀection with much of the obligatory meaning structure of schooling by
students and the growth of scholarship on the relationship between
schooling and inequality belie this perception.
Like the Tyler Rationale in curriculum before it, systems management
assumes that the eﬀectiveness of a system can be evaluated by “how closely
the output of the system satisﬁes the purpose for which it exists.”21 However, in the quest for orderliness, the political process by which often
competing visions of purposes deal with each other and come to some sort
of understanding is virtually ignored. Again, like Tyler, one—the manager
of an institution perhaps—“engineers” in an unreal world. An understanding of the diﬃcult ethical, ideological, and even aesthetic problems of
who decides what and what these purposes should be that exist in the real
world of education are advanced no further.
Now, systems design itself is an analytic procedure in its own right with
its own history and, usually, its own modes of self-correction when kept
within its tradition. However, the educational orientation labeled systems
design does not approach this sophistication; nor does it borrow more than
a veneer of terminology that is used to cover the dominant metaphor curriculists have used to look at schooling for over ﬁfty years. As was evident in
my earlier historical analysis, this metaphor or model pictures the school as a
factory, and traces its roots back to the beginnings of curriculum as a ﬁeld of
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study, especially to the work of Bobbitt and Charters.22 In systems analysis
in the ﬁeld of computer design, inputs and outputs are information; in systems procedures in education, they are often children. The school is the
processing plant and the “educated man” is the “product.”23 Given the fact
that a ﬁeld’s language and metaphoric constructs often help determine its
modes of operation, the use of the language of child qua product is apt to
preserve and enhance the already strikingly manipulative ethos of schooling,
an ethos that was so clear in the concrete experiences of the kindergarten
children in Chapter 3. The ethos is also fostered by the relative lack of
insight educators have into the domain of systems thought itself.
One is hard pressed to ﬁnd more than occasional references in the literature on systems management procedures in the curriculum ﬁeld, for
example, to the most creative systems theorists. The structuralism of Von
Bertalanﬀy is nearly absent as is the subtlety of the way he attempts to
grapple with problems. While one does ﬁnd a few references to him, it is
quite obvious that the fundamental notions about systems procedures are
not drawn from this school of thought. Rather, one sees a model that is
actually taken from such ﬁelds as weapons technology and industry.24 What
is not found is of considerable moment given our attempt to be “scientiﬁc.”
What is found, though, is the encasing of the school-as-factory model in a
layer of slogans to give a ﬁeld intellectual and economic legitimacy and a
sense of neutrality. Systems design as a ﬁeld of scientiﬁc study has within
itself self-correcting mechanisms. The continual criticism of research and
thought, and the intellectual conﬂict within the systems ﬁeld among members of varying persuasions, provide a context for keeping it vital. Educators
have borrowed only the language, often only the surface language (what I
have called the reconstructed logic) and have, hence, pulled the terminology out of its self-correcting context. Thus, they have little insight into the
continuing critical dialogue in the ﬁeld of systems design that enables it to
remain potent. We have yet to learn the dangers of appropriating models
from disparate ﬁelds and applying them to education. All too infrequently,
the models are quickly outmoded, are intellectually inaccurate representations of those developed in the lending ﬁeld,25 and provide little in the way
of the conceptual resources needed to grapple with the complex problem of
designing environments and selecting and preserving “traditions” which
mediate between a student’s and concrete group’s search for personal
meaning and a society’s need to preserve its socially sedimented fabric of
institutions and knowledge.
Systems analysis began not as a management technique but as a mode by
which the complex nature of problems could be illuminated. It sought to
show how components of a ﬁeld were interrelated and acted upon one
another. Systems analysis was a mode of thought that sought to enhance our
comprehension of change and stability—subsystem A is related in X fashion
to subsystem B which in turn is related in Y fashion to subsystem C. The
combination created a diﬀerent relationship, Z. Any alteration of C,
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therefore, would have profound repercussions in A and B, and in all the
linkages among them. Systems thought, then, was a model for understanding, not necessarily for control. However, many curriculists seem to be
employing it to manage their problems without ﬁrst understanding the
complexity of the relationships themselves. This is one of the points in
which Schwab is correct. Only when we begin to see the intricate nature of
the relationships among the aspects of the educational environment can we
begin to act as more than technicians.26 As a model for disclosing possibilities, not as a picture of what should be, systems analysis has its place. As a
management structure for making institutional meanings obligatory, for
creating a false consensus, it is less than neutral to say the least.
While the advocates of systems procedures seek to enhance the scientiﬁc
status of their work, as I have pointed out the systems thought they have
borrowed is not from the scientiﬁc branch of systems logic. Rather, they
have chosen to appropriate the models of operation of the business community.27 This is not new by any means, of course.28 While it would be
just a bit unfair to point out that such “successful” concerns as Lockheed
(which required major state economic intervention to keep from going
bankrupt) are the major proponents of systems procedures for large scale
endeavors, it would not be inaccurate to point out that the business and
economic substructure of the USA continues to generate avenues that provide extremely limited means of equal power and control for a large part of
the total population. One has to wonder if their models are indeed appropriate for dealing with students. This issue is made even more potent when
one realizes that systems management was created originally to enhance the
ability of owners to control labor more eﬀectively, thereby increasing proﬁts
and weakening the burgeoning union movements early in this century29
There are other issues that could be raised about the idea that systems
procedures are “scientiﬁc” and are neutral techniques for establishing better
educational practices. As I have noted, it is one of the basic assumptions that
must be examined rather closely. I would like to delve a bit further and raise
a few questions about its possible latent conservatism. One question concerns itself with systems language as a social rhetoric; the other concerns a
constitutive aspect of systems procedures as they are applied today in education—namely the speciﬁcation of precise instructional and usually behavioral objectives as tacitly preserving in an unquestioning manner the
dominant modes of institutional interaction in an unequal economy, as
aspects of reproduction. I will then examine how the penchant for order in
curriculum today serves a similar function. Let us examine the issue of systems
as a language ﬁrst.

Systems Procedures as Rhetoric
The Wittgensteinian principle that the meaning of language depends on its
use is quite appropriate for analyzing systems language as it is applied in
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curriculum discourse. In a manner similar to the way the language of science and technology functioned for the early curriculists and educators we
examined in Chapter 4, systems language performs a rhetorical and political
function today. Without an understanding of this, we miss a major point.
One of its primary, if latent, uses is to convince others of the sophisticated
state of education. If a ﬁeld can convince funding agencies, government, or
the populace in general, that scientiﬁc procedures are being employed,
whether or not they are in fact helpful, then the probability of increased
monetary and political support is heightened. Given the high status of
technical knowledge and the high esteem in which science is held in
industrial nations, this is important. (Unfortunately, it is not science, per se,
that is seen positively; rather it is technology and its concrete applicability.)
Couching a ﬁeld’s problems in systems terminology evokes tacit meanings
from a general audience, meanings that are supportive of a quasi-scientiﬁc
belief system. More importantly, since funding is becoming increasingly
centralized in governmental control and since educational experimentation
almost always follows funding, systems language has as a primary function
the political task of generating money from the federal government. Hence
we can expect the “little science, big science” controversy that still rages in
the physical sciences to rear its head in education as well.30 Given the
alternative pressure for decentralization, the question of funding and control
cannot be ignored. Systems management procedures have a tendency toward
centralization even without the issue of funding and rhetoric. In order to be
most eﬀective, as many variables as possible—interpersonal, economic,
etc.—must be brought under and controlled by the system itself. Order and
consensus become strikingly important; conﬂict and disorder are perceived
as antithetical to the smooth functioning of the system. The fact that conﬂict and disorder are extraordinarily important to prevent the reiﬁcation of
institutional patterns of interaction is, thus, once again ignored.31
Now the content of systems procedures is empty. Systems thought is a
formal set or methodology, if you will, that can be applied to educational
problems. That is, its conceptual emptiness enables its application in a supposedly “neutral” manner to a range of problems requiring the precise formulation of goals, procedures, and feedback devices. Since systems
methodology communicates this sense of neutrality, it is ideally suited to
foster consensus around it. This process of consensus formation, and the
avoidance of conﬂict, enables the interests of the administrative managers of
institutions to direct the questions one asks about schooling (but always
within the “determinations” of the actual linkages between economic and
cultural institutions).32
This evocation of tacit meanings is crucial in examining systems management thought. Not only are supportive feelings generated, but political
quiescence is also enhanced. For example, it may be the case that the
common school and the ideological underpinnings that support it have never
served to adequately educate, say, racial minorities in the USA.33 It may also
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be the case that schools have served basically to apportion and distribute
opportunities that are consistently unequal in terms of economic class. What
the employment of sophisticated “scientiﬁc” rationales can do by evoking
supportive sentiment, then, is to prevent a portion of the population from
seeing that schools as they exist by and large simply cannot meet many of
the needs of minority and other populations. The very institutional status of
schools is caught up in a variety of other institutional forms—economic, for
instance—that enhance the existing political and economic structures.
This quiescence is brought about in a two-pronged fashion and is aimed
at two publics. First, systems management language is pronounced to critics
of ongoing educational activity—again let us use the example of minority
groups—and is often coupled with the notion of “accountability,” thereby
giving them the feeling that something is in fact being done.34 After all, it
does sound concise and straightforward. But this is not the essential prong.
After all, ghetto dwellers, for example, may not be as enamored with technical terminology and have little political power, nor do they inﬂuence
economic resources and funding as much as the second set of groups to
which this language is aimed. The primary audience includes the members
of the middle class and industry35 whose sentiments often resonate strongly
to technical expertise and industrial logic, who ﬁnd such logic quite meaningful. Even when the members of minority and other groups may have
determined over a period of time that school life has been made no less
overtly repressive, as has been the case so often, the other more powerful
public, due to the depth of the taken for granted acceptance of the beneﬁts of
technical rationality and technical expertise in solving human problems, will
probably remain generally supportive. Thus, systems management provides
meaning; it deﬁnes the situation. Yet, the deﬁnition it posits serves the
interests of those classes who already “possess” economic and cultural capital.
To be accurate, one other public should be mentioned. These are the
users of systems language themselves. Much of the history of curriculum
discourse over the last ﬁfty years or so has been indicative of a need on the
part of curriculum workers to have their ﬁeld become more like a science. I
will not dwell upon the possibility of psychoanalyzing this need for prestige.
However, a latent function of systems approaches is, no doubt, that it psychologically conﬁrms curriculum workers’ ties to a sought after reference
group—here the scientiﬁc community, and, as I have and shall note, a
misperceived scientiﬁc community at that.
It should be made clear, then, that systems approaches are not essentially
neutral, nor are they only performing a “scientiﬁc” function. By tending to
cause its users and the other publics involved to ignore certain possible
fundamental problems with schools as institutions, systems management also
acts to generate and channel political sentiments supportive of the existing
modes of access to knowledge and power.36
Besides performing these political functions associated with funding and
“aﬀective” support, the rhetorical function of systems terminology and of
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technical methodologies tends to uphold the dominance of existing institutions in another way. Dealing with a type of systems thought in sociology,
Gouldner makes the provocative statement that aside from serving “to
defocalize the ideological dimensions of decision making, diverting attention from diﬀerences in ultimate values and from the more remote consequences of the social policies to which its research is harnessed,”
supposedly value-free technical perspectives provide the solution to an elite
group of manager’s problems,37 not the complex and fundamental valuative
issues that we face in, say, education concerning the proper ways to educate
children, or the issues of education v. training, and freedom and authority.
Gouldner summarizes this quite well by saying:38
As … funding becomes increasingly available, the emphasis on rigorous
methodologies assumes a special rhetorical function. It serves to provide
a framework for resolving limited diﬀerences among the managers of
organizations and institutions, who have little conﬂict over basic values
or social mappings, by lending the sanction of science to limited policy
choices concerning ways and means. At the same time, its cognitive
emphasis serves to defocalize the conﬂict of values that remain involved
in political diﬀerences, and to focus contention on questions of fact,
implying that the value conﬂict may be resolved apart from politics and
without political conﬂict. Positivism [and perspectives such as systems
management stemming partly from it, I would add] thus continue to
serve as ways of avoiding conﬂicts about mapping. Yet despite this
seemingly neutral, nonpartisan character, [these perspectives’] social
impact is not random or neutral in regard to competing social mappings; because of [their] emphasis on the problem of social order,
because of the social origins, education and character of [their] own
personnel, and because of the dependencies generated by [their] funding
requirements, [they] persistently tend to support the status quo.
Gouldner’s argument is rather interesting and is one we all should reﬂect
upon. Is systems management “merely” a mode by which an institutional
and managerial elite avoids conﬂict over basic values and educational visions?
By making choices about limited options within the framework of existing
modes of interaction, are questions about the basis of the structure itself
precluded? How, for instance, would systems management procedures deal
with the clash of two competing ideologies about schooling where goals
cannot be easily deﬁned? These questions require much closer scrutiny if
educational institutions are to be responsive to their varied publics.
I have made the point throughout this chapter so far that the consciousness of curriculum workers themselves as well as other educators can be seen
as latently political and often somewhat conservative. That is, they use forms
of thought that at least partially stem from and can tacitly act to maintain
the existing social and economic substructure and distribution of power in a
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corporate society such as our own. Systems management procedures oﬀer
an intriguing example of this problem. I shall give one more example of this
aspect of the role of the “intellectual” in enhancing hegemony.
A signiﬁcant part of the framework of systems management is concerned
with and is based upon the precise formulation of goals, on a microsystem
level usually with the speciﬁcation of behavioral goals. That is, a student’s
behavior is preselected before he or she engages in educational activity and
this behavior is used as the end-product of the system so that feedback can
be gained. Ultimately this will feed upwards on a macrosystem level for the
management of large systems. Let us examine this. The process/product
style of reasoning employed here, one that is most evident in the call for
behavioral objectives, is quite functional to a society that requires a large
proportion of its workers to engage in often boring assembly line labor or in
personally unimportant white-collar work. By learning how to work for
others’ preordained goals using others’ preselected behaviors, students also
learn to function in an increasingly corporate and bureaucratized society in
which the adult roles one is to play are already sedimented into the social
fabric. Each role has its own brand of thinking already built into it,39 and
students will feel comfortable playing these often relatively alienating roles
only in so far as they have been taught that this is the proper mode of
existing. Curriculists, by internalizing and using an orientation that lends
itself to such preordination, cannot help but contribute to the maintenance
of a political and economic order that creates and maintains these roles and
the meanings already distributed within them.40 This problem is intricately
involved with the perspective on disorder that most educators share.

Systems, Science, and Consensus
The view on order and conﬂict mirrored in a good deal of the way systems
approaches are employed in education is striking. It is indicative of that
constitutive rule of activity noted in Chapter 5 that causes most of us to see
order as positive and conﬂict as negative.41 Order becomes a psychological
necessity and this is rather important. As I mentioned before, systems
approaches attempt to bring about a technical solution to political and value
problems. There is nothing odd about this occurrence. Most advanced
corporate societies seem to transform their ethical, political, and aesthetic
questions, for instance, into engineering problems.42 Profound conﬂict
between opposing ideological and moral positions is translated into puzzles
to be solved by the technical expertise that is maximized by the cultural
apparatus. Now, when questioned about the tendency to eliminate conﬂict,
or redeﬁne it, and search for consensus, proponents of systems management
procedures in education could and do, in fact, take the position that they
are merely trying to be scientiﬁc about their problems. This is where a basic
diﬃculty lies. The perspective they have of science is notably inaccurate in
ways other than those to which I referred earlier in my discussion.

122 Systems Management & the Ideology of Control
In the quote on precise instructional objectives by Popham at the beginning of this chapter we saw a perspective that legitimated intellectual consensus, one that asked for total agreement on the “paradigm” to be used in
curriculum thought so that we could be more scientiﬁc. In fact, those who
looked askance at the accepted paradigm were, in eﬀect, labeled as deviants.
Such universe maintaining verbal activity is not wrong in itself nor is it
unusual.43 To link scientiﬁc rationality with consensus, however, is to do a
disservice to science and shows a profound misunderstanding of the history
of the scientiﬁc disciplines.
We need to reiterate that the history of science and the growth of individual disciplines have not proceeded by consensus. In fact, most important
progress in these ﬁelds has been occasioned by intense conﬂict, both intellectual and interpersonal, and by conceptual revolution.44 It is primarily by
such conﬂict that signiﬁcant advancement is made, not primarily by the
accumulation of factual data based on the solving of puzzles generated by a
paradigm all must share. The very normative structure of scientiﬁc communities tends toward skepticism and not necessarily toward intellectual
consensus.45 The call for consensus, thus, is not a call for science.
One thing that the quote does make clear, however, is the intense personal commitment that accepted modes of thought generate. This is probably true in any ﬁeld. It does put somewhat of a damper on our traditional
concept of neutrality, though. Accepted thought becomes a psychological
and valuative commitment, a norm of behavior. Scientists are intensely and
personally committed46 and this is one of the primary sources of conﬂict
within disciplines. Hence, to call for consensus is to call for a lack of commitment and is to ignore the crucial value of the uncertain and of conceptual conﬂict in a ﬁeld’s progress. The covert request for a lack of
commitment is of considerable moment. Systems management terminology,
as was mentioned, tends to impose technical solutions on moral dilemmas—
what is the proper way to inﬂuence another human being, for instance. If
moral commitments are less ﬁrm, the task of ﬂattening reality is made that
much easier. When the “reality” is unequal, when classes with economic
and cultural power control classes without such power, the ﬂattening has
severe consequences.

The Search for Alternatives
There are a number of ways of dealing with some of the possible diﬃculties
associated with the use of systems management procedures in education,
though. First, educators must engage in continuous and in-depth analysis of
other forms of systems theory, ones not borrowed from industrial and corporate concerns. The lenses of open systems and biological systems could
provide excellent disclosure models for further examination. Second, they
can immerse themselves in the issues and controversies within the systems
ﬁeld so that they are aware of the concrete theoretic and practical diﬃculties
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facing systems analysis as a ﬁeld. In this way, educators may prevent a further recapitulation of their history of borrowing knowledge that is taken out
of its self-correcting context and, hence, is often surface or one-sided.
While the use of systems approaches has an obvious immediate plausibility,
we do not do justice to the intellectual complexity associated with systems
thought itself or to the intricate nature of institutional relationships in education (which systems approaches can at least partially illuminate) if we base
our analyses upon conceptions of systems that may be given only a weak
warrant within the larger systems community. There are alternatives within
systems discourse that educators have yet to explore in a rigorous fashion.
This rigorous exploration will not eliminate all of the diﬃculties, however, for there are a number of other questions one could raise concerning
systems management procedures. Perhaps one of the more crucial ones
centers around the very real possibility of increasing bureaucratization and
social control through the total rationalization of education. This is not to
raise the specter of a bureaucratic machine overrunning human concerns.
Rather it asks us to be realistic, if not tragic. Anyone familiar with the
growth of urban schools knows that the history of rationalizing and centralizing decision making, no matter what the possibly humane or liberal
sentiments behind it, has nearly invariably led to institutional crystallization
and reiﬁcation.47 The fact that we are not familiar with our own history
concerning “reforms” of this nature merely documents the simplicity with
which we approach our problems.
There are no easy alternatives to a management and control ideology.
One could easily show the epistemological and psychological problems
associated with behavioral objectives,48 for instance; or one could document
the fact that the Tyler Rationale in curriculum is little more than an
administrative document that does not adequately deal with the concrete
reality of schools. Yet this type of activity treats such behavioristic rationales
as if they were logically founded and scientiﬁcally arguable. It may very well
be that they are not. As I have tried to show, what they do seem to be are
expressions of a dominant industrialized consciousness that seeks certainty
above all else. That is, they are social and ideological conﬁgurations stemming from and mirroring a set of basic rules of thought that are part of the
taken for granted reality of curriculum workers and other educators. They
are aspects of hegemony which help create a “reality,” one which inclines
us to search for relatively easy ways to eliminate the human dilemmas and
social and economic contradictions involved in dealing with diversity and
alternative conceptions of valued activity.
To ask, then, for a substitute or one alternative to systems management
procedures is to conﬁrm the assumption that utterly complex problems can
be resolved easily within the accepted framework, and without the ambiguous and awesome necessity of engaging in the crucial task of challenging
or at least illuminating the framework itself. The task is not to ﬁnd the one
acceptable alternative that will enable us “merely” to control our schools
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better. Rather, it is to begin to disclose the problems associated with our
commonsense views of schooling and to begin to open up and explore
conceptual and economic avenues that seem fruitful and may enable us to
see and act on the complexity rather than deﬁne it out of existence.
Systems metaphors as models of understanding may prove helpful here. But
there are prior questions with which we need to grapple. We must learn
(perhaps relearn is more accurate) how to engage in serious ethical and
political debate.49 In this educators can be guided by the work in philosophical analysis dealing with modes of moral reasoning and valuative argumentation. Such investigations as Rawls’s recent attempt at explicating
warranted moral stands50 take on an increasing importance as a beginning,
given the intense controversy surrounding schools today. Yet this is not
enough. For we must relearn our history. Where did systems management
come from in industry? How did it function in the accumulation of economic capital? Who gained from its use? Once these questions are
unpacked, then we can begin to envision the possibilities of diﬀerent institutional alignments to prevent the reiﬁcation of the present into the future.
However, the ﬁeld currently lacks the disciplined aesthetic, economic, and
historical sense and imagination to envision the possibilities of alternative
educative and economic environments. It is quite possible that the perceived need for operationally prespeciﬁed outcomes mitigates against the
development of such imagination.51
Finally, a signiﬁcant part of curriculum as a ﬁeld must be devoted to the
responsibility of becoming a “critical science” (a notion that will require
more serious attention in Chapter 7). Its primary function is to be emancipatory in that it critically reﬂects upon the ﬁeld’s dominant interest in
keeping most if not all aspects of human behavior in educational institutions
under supposedly neutral technical control.52 Such a responsibility is rooted
in relational analysis, in seeking out and illuminating the ideological and
epistemological presuppositions of curriculum thought. It seeks to make
curriculum workers more self-aware. Only when this dialectic of critical
awareness is begun can curriculists truthfully state that they are concerned
with education and not merely cultural and economic reproduction. It is
then that we may begin to explore in a rigorous fashion the complex problems of designing and valuing educational environments in a variety of
ways,53 ways which respond less to the economic and cultural requirements
of hegemony and more to the needs of all of the concrete individuals,
groups, and classes who make up this society.
A key word here in this last sentence, however, is valuing, for the very
ways that we commonsensically value and reﬂect on our educational activity
are a large part of the ideological problem that needs to be illuminated.
As we have seen, given the economic and cultural status of technical and
positivistic forms—ones which are taught overtly and covertly quite early in
one’s school career—other forms of action and reﬂection are precluded
from serious consideration by educators. In this way, just like the manner in
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which the selective tradition sets limits on the ways students may think
through the ideological saturation they experience, so too do the kinds of
commonsense sets of values and constitutive rules that educators employ to
evaluate their and students’ “success” or “failure” determine their own
ideological position and the actual functioning of their theories, principles,
and modes of organization. How the quite basic procedures of languaging
and thinking that dominate education today give meaning (and latently
prevent other forms of meaning from being seriously considered) on the
one hand and on the other hand serve particular interests is the next area we
shall need to investigate.
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7

Commonsense Categories and the
Politics of Labeling

“There’s the King’s messenger,” said the Queen. “He’s in prison now, being
punished; and the trial doesn’t even begin ‘til next Wednesday; and of course
the crime comes last of all.”
“Suppose he never commits the crime?” said Alice.
“That would be all the better, wouldn’t it?” the Queen said, as she turned
the plaster round her ﬁnger with a bit of ribbon.
Alice felt there was no denying that. “Of course it would be all the
better,” she said, “but it wouldn’t be all the better his being punished.”
“You’re wrong there, at any rate,” said the Queen. “Were you ever
punished?”
“Only for faults,” said Alice.
“And you were all the better for it, I know!” the Queen said
triumphantly.
“Yes, but then I had done the things I was punished for,” said Alice,
“That makes all the diﬀerence.”
“But if you hadn’t done them,” the Queen said, “that would have been
better still; better, and better, and better!”
Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass

Ethics, Ideology, and Theory
Drawing upon the important work of both Williams and Gramsci, I argued
at the very beginning of this book that control and domination are often
vested in the commonsense practices and consciousness underlying our lives
as well as by overt economic and political manipulation. Domination can be
ideological as well as material.
Systems management and behavioral objectives are not the only examples
of the saturation of educational thought by ideological conﬁgurations.
While such educational procedures do perform the dual roles of an eﬀective
ideology—by giving “adequate” deﬁnitions of situations and serving the
interests of those who already possess economic and cultural capital today—
they are linked to other aspects of our conceptual apparatus to form a larger
taken for granted perspective that dominates education. For to challenge the
use of systems management procedures and the like means that one must

Commonsense Categories & the Politics of Labeling

129

also raise questions about the very categories we employ to organize our
thinking and action in cultural and economic institutions like schools.
Therefore, in this chapter I shall examine how these commonsense categories we use to think through the very basis of what we are about and the
modes of amelioration which stem from them are also aspects of the larger
hegemonic conﬁguration of an eﬀective dominant culture.
The previous chapter pointed to the importance of analyzing the ethical
and ideological dimensions of our accepted ways of viewing students,
noting that the two are considerably intertwined. This needs to be examined further. As I maintained, educational questions are, at least partly,
moral questions. For one thing they assume choices as to the relevant realms
of expertise educators should use to comprehend children and schools. As
Blum puts it, “All inquiry [and especially educational inquiry I might add]
displays a moral commitment in that it makes reference to an authoritative
election concerning how a phenomenon ought to be understood.”1 Furthermore, if conceptions of “the moral” concern questions of oughtness or
goodness, then it should be clear that educational questions are moral
questions on this criterion as well. Finally, by the very fact that school
people inﬂuence students, their acts cannot be interpreted fully without the
use of an ethical rubric. However, there are a number of factors that cause
educators to perceive their problems in ways signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from
this. Because this causal nexus is exceptionally complex, this chapter cannot
hope to explore all aspects of the diﬃculty. To do so would require an
extensive investigation of the relationship between science, ideology, and
educational thought2 and a fuller analysis of the reduction of conceptions of
humans and institutions to technical considerations in advanced industrial
and especially corporate societies.3 Hopefully, like the other chapters in this
volume, this one will serve as a stimulus for further inquiry into these areas
and especially into the ways by which school people pass over the ethical
and, as we shall see, political and economic implications of their acts.
While part of my analysis will be more theoretic than, say, the earlier
chapters on the hidden and overt curriculum in that it will continue the
investigation of how hegemony operates in the heads of intellectuals like
educators, its implications for the day-to-day density of classroom life are
exceptionally important. I am using the idea of a theoretic investigation in a
rather speciﬁc way in this particular aspect of my analysis, as a mode of
standing back from the ideological categories and commonsense assumptions which underpin the curriculum ﬁeld. Part of this type of orientation
has been noted most clearly by Douglas in his statement concerning the
diﬀerences between a naturalistic and a theoretical stance. He puts it
this way:4
There are diﬀerent ways to make use of common-sense experience …
There is, especially, a fundamental distinction between taking the natural (or naturalistic) stance and taking the theoretic stance, as the
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phenomenological philosophers have long called them. Taking the
natural stance consists primarily in taking the standpoint of common-sense,
of acting within common-sense, whereas taking the theoretic stance
consists in standing back from common-sense and studying common-sense to
determine its nature.
That is, for Douglas and myself, one must bracket any commitment to the
utility of employing our taken for granted perspectives so that these commonsense presuppositions themselves can become subject to investigation.
In this way our commonsense presuppositions can be used as data to focus
upon the latent signiﬁcance of much that we unquestioningly do in schools.
This is particularly important because they provide the basic logic which
organizes our activity and often act as tacit guidelines for determining the
success or failure of our educational procedures.
It is not the case, however, that these ideological conﬁgurations have
been constructed consciously. The very fact that they are hegemonic, and
are aspects of our “whole body of practices, expectations, and ordinary
understanding,” makes them even more diﬃcult to deal with. They are
diﬃcult to question, that is, because they rest upon assumptions that are
unarticulated and that seem essential in making some headway in education.
But other things contribute to the lack of critical insight. In the ﬁeld of
education these conﬁgurations are academically and socially respectable and
are supported by the prestige of a process that “shows every sign of being
valid scholarship, complete with tables of numbers, copious footnotes, and
scientiﬁc terminology.” Furthermore, the altruistic and humanitarian elements of these positions are quite evident, so it is hard to conceive of them
as principally functioning to detract from our ability to solve social or
educational problems.5
However, an investigation into the history of many ameliorative reform
movements that were supported by research and perspectives similar to
those we will continue to consider here documents the rather interesting
fact that often the ameliorative reforms had quite problematic results. Frequently they ultimately even ended up harming the individuals upon whom
they focused. Platt’s treatment of the reform of the juvenile justice system in
the latter part of the last century is instructive here. In attempting to create
more humane conditions for “wayward” youth, these reforms created a
new category of deviance called “juvenile delinquency” and in the long run
served to abridge the civil and constitutional rights of youth.6 In many
ways, we have yet to recover from these “reforms.” As I shall argue in this
chapter many of the seemingly ameliorative reforms school people propose
in schools, and the assumptions that lie behind them, have the same eﬀect—
ultimately harming rather than helping, clouding over basic issues and value
conﬂicts rather than contributing to our ability to face them honestly.
This is especially the case in the major topic of this chapter, the process of
using expert (and “scientiﬁc”) clinical, psychological, and therapeutic
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perspectives, evaluations, and labels in schools. These forms of language and
the perspectives they embody may be interpreted not as liberal “helping”
devices, but more critically as mechanisms by which schools engage in
anonymizing and sorting out abstract individuals into preordained social,
economic, and educational slots. The labeling process, thus, tends to function as a form of social control,7 a “worthy” successor to that long line of
mechanisms in schools that sought to homogenize social reality, to eliminate
disparate perceptions, and to use supposedly therapeutic means to create
moral, valuative, and intellectual consensus.8 The fact that this process can
be deadening, that the cultural capital of those in power is employed as if it
were natural, thus enhancing both false consensus and economic and cultural control, that it results in the elimination of diversity, that it ignores the
importance of conﬂict and surprise in human interaction is too often lost in
the background in our rush to “help.”
There is nothing very odd about the fact that we usually do not focus on
the basic sets of assumptions which we use. First, they are normally known
only tacitly, remain unspoken, and are very diﬃcult to formulate explicitly.
Second, these basic rules are so much a part of us that they do not have to
be expressed. By the very fact that they are shared assumptions, the product
of speciﬁc groups of people, and are commonly accepted by most educators
(if not most people in general), they only become problematic when an
individual violates them or else when a previously routine situation becomes
signiﬁcantly altered.9 However, if we are to be true to the demands of rigorous analysis, it is a critical inquiry into just such things as the routine
grounds of our day-to-day experience that is demanded.

On the Necessity of Critical Awareness
The curriculum ﬁeld, and education as a whole, has been quite ameliorative
in its orientation. This is understandable given the liberal ideology which
guides most educational activity and given the pressures on and interest by
the ﬁeld to serve schools and their ongoing programs and concerns. The
marked absorption in amelioration has had some rather detrimental eﬀects,
however. Not only has it caused us to ignore questions and research that
might contribute in the long run to our basic understanding of the process
of schooling,10 but such an orientation neglects the crucial role critical
reﬂection must play if a ﬁeld is to remain vital. A critically reﬂective mode is
important for a number of reasons. First, curriculists help establish and
maintain institutions that aﬀect students and others in a myriad of ways.
Because of these eﬀects, they must be aware of the reasons and intentions
that guide them. This is especially true of ideological and political purposes,
both manifest and latent.11 As I have demonstrated throughout this volume,
since schools as institutions are so interconnected with other political and
economic institutions which dominate a collectivity and since schools often
unquestioningly act to distribute knowledge and values through both the
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overt and hidden curriculum that often act to support these same institutions, it is a necessity for educators to engage in searching analyses of the
ways in which they allow values and commitments to unconsciously work
through them.
Second, it is important to argue that the very activity of rational investigation requires a critical style. The curriculum ﬁeld has been much too
accepting of forms of thought that do not do justice to the complexity of
inquiry and thus it has not really changed its basic perspective for decades. It
has been taken with the notions of systematicity, certainly, and control as
the ideals of programmatic and conceptual activity, in its treatment of
research and people. This is strongly mirrored in the behavioral objective
movement and in the quest for taxonomies which codify “cognitive,”
“aﬀective,” and “psychomotor” behavior. These activities ﬁnd their basis in
a conception of rationality that is less than eﬃcacious today. Not only is it
somewhat limiting,12 but it also is historically and empirically inaccurate.
Our taken for granted view posits a conception of rationality based upon
ordering beliefs and concepts in tidy logical structures and upon the extant
intellectual paradigms which seem to dominate the ﬁeld of curriculum at a
given time. Yet, any serious conception of rationality must be concerned
not with the speciﬁc intellectual positions a professional group or individual
employs at any given time, but instead with the conditions on which and the
manner in which this ﬁeld of study is prepared to criticize and change those accepted
doctrines. 13 In this way, intellectual ﬂux, not “intellectual immutability,” is
the expected and normal occurrence. What has to be explained is not why
we should change our basic conceptual structure, but rather the stability or
crystallization of the forms of thought a ﬁeld has employed over time.14
The crystallization and lack of change of fundamental perspectives is not a
new problem in the curriculum ﬁeld by any means. In fact, a major eﬀort
was made in the 1940s to identify and deal with just such a concern.15 The
fact that many curriculum specialists are unaware of the very real traditions
of grappling with the ﬁeld’s tendency toward hardening its positions
obviously points to the necessity of greater attention being given to historical
scholarship in the curriculum ﬁeld.
This intellectual conservatism often coheres with a social conservatism as
well. It is not the case that a critical perspective is “merely” important for
illuminating the stagnation of the curriculum ﬁeld. What is even more
crucial is the fact that means must be found to illuminate the concrete ways
in which the curriculum ﬁeld supports the widespread interests in technical
control of human activity, in rationalizing, manipulating, “incorporating,”
and bureaucratizing individual and collective action, and in eliminating
personal style and political diversity. These are interests that dominate
advanced corporate societies and they contribute quite a bit to the suﬀering
of minorities and women, the alienation of youth, the malaise and meaninglessness of work for a large proportion of the population, and the
increasing sense of powerlessness and cynicism that seem to dominate our
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society. Curriculists and other educators need to be aware of all of these
outcomes, yet there is little in-depth analysis into the role our commonsense thought plays in causing us to be relatively impotent in the face of
these problems.
While educators consistently attempt to portray themselves as being
“scientiﬁc,” by referring to the “scientiﬁc” (or technical) and therefore
neutral status of their activity to give it legitimacy, they are ignoring the
fact that a good deal of social science research is currently being strongly
criticized for its support of bureaucratized assumptions and institutions
that deny dignity and signiﬁcant choice to individuals and groups of
people. This criticism cannot be shunted aside easily by educators, for
unlike many other people, their activity has a direct inﬂuence on the
present and future of masses of children. By being the primary institution through which individuals pass to become “competent” adults,
schools give children little choice about the means by which they are
distributed into certain roles in society. As we have and shall see, “neutral scientiﬁc” terminology acts as a veneer to cover this fact, and, thus,
becomes more ideological than helpful.16
Perhaps one of the fundamental reasons the ﬁeld has stagnated both
socially and intellectually involves our lack of concern for less positivistic
scholarship, a lack of concern that mirrors the positivistic ideal taught to
students. We have been less than open to forms of analysis that would
eﬀectively counterbalance our use of rubrics embodying the interests of
technical and social control and certainty. This lack of openness has caused
us to be inattentive to the functions of the very language systems we
employ and has led us to disregard ﬁelds whose potency lies in their concern
for a critical perspective. This will require a closer examination.

Are Things as They Seem?
Let us focus ﬁrst on the linguistic tools we employ to talk about “students”
in schools. My basic point will be that much of our language, while seemingly neutral, is not neutral in its impact nor is it unbiased in regard to
existing institutions of schooling. An underlying thesis of this argument is
that our accepted faith that the extension of “neutral techniques of science
and technology” will provide solutions to all of the dilemmas we confront is
misplaced and that such a faith tends to obscure the fact that much of educational research serves and justiﬁes already existing technical, cultural, and
economic control systems that accept the distribution of power in American
society as given.17 Much of the discussion here will be stimulated by insights
derived from recent “critical theory” and neo-Marxist scholarship, particularly the potent notion that our basic perspectives often hide our “real”
relationships with other persons with whom we have real and symbolic
content. The analysis will employ arguments from research on the process
of labeling to bring this initial point home.

134 Commonsense Categories & the Politics of Labeling
An analysis of the process of labeling is of considerable import here for
labeling is the end project of our modes of placing value on our own and
students’ actions. It is directly related to the principles which stand behind
the practices we engage in to diﬀerentiate students according to their
“ability” and their possession of particular kinds of cultural capital. Thus, as
Ian Hextall has argued:18
The diﬀerentiation, … grading [and evaluation] we accomplish in
schools is articulated with the broader, more encompassing social division of labor. This is not to claim that there exists a direct one-to-one
link between diﬀerentiation in education and, say, the occupational
division of labor. Clearly, such an assumption would be mechanistic
and facile. But by our [evaluation] activities we are helping to establish
the general framework of the labor force which the market later reﬁnes
into speciﬁc occupational categories. In this way the procedures that
occur in schools are part of the political-economic context within
which the schools are located. The diﬀerentiations, evaluations, and
judgements of worth which are made in schools are tenaciously related
to particular forms of the social division of labor.
Thus, since one quite signiﬁcant means by which pupils are culturally and
economically stratiﬁed is through the application of values and categories to
them, it is critical that we examine these commonsense social principles and
values. In order to do this, we need to remember that certain types of cultural capital—types of performance, knowledge, dispositions, achievements,
and propensities—are not necessarily good in and of themselves. Rather,
they are made so because of speciﬁc taken for granted assumptions. They
are often historically and ideologically “conditioned.” The categories that
we employ to think through what we are doing with students, their and
our success and failure, are involved in a process of social valuing. The
guiding principles that we use to plan, order, and evaluate our activity—
conceptions of achievement, of success and failure, of good and bad students—are social and economic constructs. They do not automatically inhere
within individuals or groups. Instead, they are instances of the application of
identiﬁable social rules about what is to be considered good or bad performance.19 Hence, the very ways we talk about students provide excellent
instances of the mechanisms through which dominant ideologies operate.
And the recent investigations of the critical theorists, when used critically, can
be quite helpful in unpacking these mechanisms.
The word “critically” is of considerable moment here. There are dangers
in employing critical theory itself uncritically, especially since it has tended
to become increasingly isolated from the study of political economy that so
nicely complements it. With these dangers in mind, however, I do want to
employ some aspects of the program of critical theory as modes of disclosing
the ways the consciousness of intellectuals functions. At the same time,
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though, we need to remember that just as an overly deterministic and
economistic position, by treating schools as black boxes, is too limited a
program to understand how schools create what the political economists
want to analyze, so too are there signiﬁcant limitations in any totally “cultural” analysis.20 Rather, the two must be integrated to fully explain the
roles schools play in the cultural and economic reproduction of class relations. Thus, the combination of selected portions of the cultural program of
the critical theorists (their focus on the control of language and consciousness, for example) with the more speciﬁc economic theories of recent
Marxist interpretations of schools (the ways schools assist in the “allocation”
of students to their proper positions in the larger society, for instance) may
provide some insight into how educational institutions help create the
conditions which support this system of economic allocations.
Before proceeding however, it would be wise to examine some possible
explanations of why such critical Marxist understanding has had less than a
major impact on our commonsense thought. This is odd since it is considered exceptionally powerful in other ﬁelds and on the European continent where it has made quite an impact on French and German
philosophical and sociological thought, for example, and on the political
and economic practice of large groups of people.21
There are a number of reasons why reconstructed Marxist scholarship has
not found a serious place in Anglo-Western educational investigation.
While, historically, orthodox Marxism had an eﬀect in the 1930s on such
educators as Counts and others, it lost its potency due to the political
situation evolving later, especially the repressive political climate that we
have not totally overcome.
To this problem, of course, can be added the overly deterministic and
dogmatic interpretations of applying Marxist analysis by even many later
“Marxists.” Part of the problem of applying critical insights to advanced
industrial societies like our own is to free these insights from their
embeddedness in such dogmatism.22 It should not have to be said, but
unfortunately it must, that the rigidly controlled nature of a number of
modern societies bears little relation to the uniquely cogent analyses found
in the Marxist tradition itself. Our neglect of this scholarly tradition says
more about the fear laden past of American society than it does about the
merits of the (all too often unexplored) tradition of critical analysis. It also
speaks eloquently to the point I mentioned early in this volume. The tradition itself has become an example of how the selective tradition operates.
It has become a victim of the politics of knowledge distribution in that we
have forgotten our past roots in these concerns.
Yet, there are other more basic and less overtly political explanations for
the atrophy and lack of acceptance of a Marxist intellectual and political
tradition in places like the USA. The atomistic, positivistic, and strict
empiricist frame of mind so prevalent in our thought (and quite eﬀectively
taught, as we saw in Chapter 5) has diﬃculty with the critically oriented
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notion of the necessity of a plurality of, and conﬂict about, ways of looking
at the world. On this, critical scholarship holds a position quite similar to
that of phenomenology in that the “truth” of something can only be seen
through the use of the totality of perspectives one can bring to bear upon it.
(Though obviously some are more basic than others in that subtle economic, class, and cultural interpretations take on an organizing function in
the questions one asks in this critical tradition.)23
Also, the tendency in Western industrialized societies to separate strictly
value from fact would make it diﬃcult for there to be acceptance of a
position which holds that most social and intellectual categories are themselves valuative in nature and may reﬂect ideological commitments, a fact
that will be of exceptional import in this discussion. Furthermore, the long
tradition of abstract individualism and a strongly utilitarian frame of
mind would no doubt cause one to look less than positively upon both
a more social conception of “man” and an ideal commitment that is less
apt to be immediately ameliorative and more apt to raise basic questions
about the very framework of social and cultural life that is accepted as
given by a society.24
In opposition to the atomistic assumptions that predominate in our
commonsense thought, as we have seen a critical viewpoint usually sees any
object “relationally.” This is an important key to understanding the type of
analysis one might engage in from such a perspective. This implies two
things. First, any subject matter under investigation must be seen in relation
to its historical roots—how it evolved, from what conditions it arose, etc.—
and its latent contradictions and tendencies in the future. This is the case
because in the highly complicated world of critical analysis existing structures are actually in something like continual motion. Contradiction,
change, and development are the norm and any institutional structure is
“merely” a stage in process.25 Thus, institutional reiﬁcation becomes problematic, as do the patterns of thought that support this lack of institutional
change. Second, anything being examined is deﬁned not only by its obvious
characteristics, but by its less overt ties to other factors. It is these ties or
relationships that make the subject what it is and give it its primary meanings.26
In this way, our ability to illuminate the interdependence and interaction of
factors is considerably expanded.
To accept this relational view is obviously to go against our traditional
concept that what we see is as it appears. In fact, the argument is that our
very taken for granted perceptions mislead us here and that this is a rather
grave limitation on our thought and action. That is, anything is a good deal
more than it appears, especially when one is dealing with complex and
interrelated institutions including the school.27 It is this very point that will
enable us to make progress in even further uncovering some of the ideological
functions of educational language.
One ﬁnal point can be made. Historically, critical theory and a good deal
of neo-Marxist analysis have been reduced to variants of pragmatism,
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especially by individuals like Sidney Hook and others. While I do not wish
to debunk the pragmatic tradition in American education (after all, we still
have much to learn from a serious treatment of Dewey’s analysis of means
and ends in education, for instance), I do want to caution against interpreting critical analysis so that it easily ﬁts within our taken for granted
constitutive rules. To do so is to lose the potential of a critical perspective in going beyond some of the very real conformist inclinations of
pragmatism. The pragmatic position tends to ignore the possibility that
some theories must contradict the present reality and, in fact, must
consistently work against it.28 These critical inquiries stand in witness of
the negativity involved in all too many current institutional (economic,
cultural, educational, political) arrangements and thus can illuminate the
possibility of signiﬁcant change. In this way, the act of criticism contributes to emancipation in that it shows the way linguistic or social
institutions have been reiﬁed or thingiﬁed so that educators and the
public at large have forgotten why they evolved, and that people made
them and thus can change them.29
The intent of such a critique and of critical scholarship in general, then, is
twofold. First, it aims at illuminating the tendencies for unwarranted and
often unconscious domination, alienation, and repression within certain
existing cultural, political, educational, and economic institutions. Second,
through exploring the negative eﬀects and contradictions of much that
unquestioningly goes on in these institutions, it seeks to “promote conscious
[individual and collective] emancipatory activity.”30 That is, it examines
what is supposed to be happening in, say, schools if one takes the language
and slogans of many school people seriously; and it then shows how these
things actually work in a manner that is destructive of ethical rationality and
personal political and institutional power. Once this actual functioning is
held up to scrutiny, it attempts to point to concrete activity that will lead to
challenging this taken for granted activity.

Institutional Language and Ethical Responsibility
One of the most potent issues raised by critical scholarship over the years is
the tendency for us to hide what are profound interrelations between persons through the use of a “neutral” commodity language.31 Williams’s earlier discussion of the ideological function of the abstract individual obviously
points to part of this problem. Educators are not immune to this tendency.
That is, educators have developed categories and modes of perception
which reify or thingify individuals so that they (the educators) can confront
students as institutional abstractions rather than as concrete persons with
whom they have real ties in the process of cultural and economic reproduction. Given the complexity of mass education this is understandable.
However, the implications of the growth of this form of language are
profound and must be examined in depth.
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In order to accomplish this, one fact must be made clear. By the very
fact that the categories that curriculum workers and other educators
employ are themselves social constructs, they also imply the notion of
the power of one group to “impose” these social constructions on
others. For example, the categories by which we diﬀerentiate “smart”
children from “stupid,” “academic” areas from “non-academic,” “play”
activity from “learning” or “work” activity, and even “students” from
“teachers,” are all commonsense constructions which grow out of the nature
of existing institutions. 32 As such they must be treated as historically
conditioned data, not absolutes. This is not to say that they are necessarily always wrong; rather it points to the necessity of understanding
them for what they are—categories that developed out of speciﬁc social
and historical situations which conform to a speciﬁc framework of
assumptions and institutions, the use of which categories brings with it
the logic of the institutional assumptions as well.
As I mentioned, the ﬁeld itself has a tendency to “disguise” relations
between people as relations between things or abstractions.33 Hence,
ethical issues such as the profoundly diﬃcult problem concerning the ways
by which one person may seek to inﬂuence another are not usually treated
as important considerations. It is here that the abstract categories that grow
out of institutional life become quite serious. If an educator may deﬁne
another as a “slow learner,” a “discipline problem,” or other general
category, he or she may prescribe general “treatments” that are seemingly
neutral and helpful. However, by the very fact that the categories themselves are based upon institutionally deﬁned abstractions (the commonsense equivalent of statistical averages), the educator is freed from the more
diﬃcult task of examining the institutional and economic context that
caused these abstract labels to be placed upon a concrete individual in the
ﬁrst place. Thus, the understandable attempt to reduce complexity leads to
the use of “average treatments” applied to ﬁllers of abstract roles. This
preserves the anonymity of the intersubjective relationship between
“educator” and “pupil” which is so essential if institutional deﬁnitions of
situations are to prevail. It, thereby, protects both the existing institution
and the educator from self-doubt and from the innocence and reality of
the child.
This has important implications for educational scholarship. By using
oﬃcial categories and constructs such as those deﬁned by and growing out
of existing institutional practices—examples might be studies of the “slow
learner,” “discipline problems,” and “remediation”—curriculum researchers
may be lending the rhetorical prestige of science to what may be questionable practices of an educational bureaucracy34 and a stratiﬁed economic
system. That is, there is no rigorous attempt at examining institutional culpability. The notion of imputing culpability is of considerable moment to my
analysis. Scott makes this point rather clearly in his discussion of the eﬀects
of labeling someone as diﬀerent or deviant.35
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Another reaction that commonly occurs when a deviant label is applied
is that within the community a feeling arises that “something ought to
be done about him.” Perhaps the most important fact about this reaction in our society is that almost all of the steps that are taken are
directed solely at the deviant. Punishment, rehabilitation, therapy, coercion, and other common mechanisms of social control are things that
are done to him, implying that the causes of deviance reside within the
person to whom the label has been attached, and that the solutions to
the problems that he presents can be achieved by doing something to
him. This is a curious fact, particularly when we examine it against the
background of social science research on deviance that so clearly points
to the crucial role played by ordinary people in determining who is
labeled a deviant and how a deviant behaves. This research suggests that
none of the corrective measures that are taken can possibly succeed in the intended way unless they are directed at those who confer deviant labels as well as
those to whom they are applied. [my italics]
In clearer language, in the school students are the persons expressly focused
upon. Attention is primarily paid to their speciﬁc behavioral, emotional, or
educational “problems,” and, thus, there is a strong inclination to divert
attention both from the inadequacies of the educational institution itself36
and what bureaucratic, cultural, and economic conditions caused the
necessity of applying these constructs originally.
Let us now look a bit more deeply into the ideological and ethical conﬁguration surrounding the idea of culpability. It is often the case that institutional labels, especially those that imply some sort of deviance, “slow
learner,” “discipline problem,” “poor reader,” etc., may again serve as types
found in educational settings and confer an inferior status on those so
labeled. This is shot through with moral meanings and signiﬁcance. Usually
the “deviant” label has an essentializing quality in that a person’s (here, a
student’s) entire relationship to an institution is conditioned by the category
applied to him. He or she is this and only this. The point is similar to
Goﬀman’s argument that the person to whom a deviant label is applied by
others or by an institution is usually viewed as morally inferior, and his or
her “condition” or behavior is quite often interpreted as evidence of his or
her “moral culpability.”37 Thus, such labels are not neutral, at least not in
their signiﬁcance for the person. By the very fact that the labels are tinged
with moral signiﬁcance—not only is the child diﬀerent but also inferior—
their application has a profound impact. The fact that these labels once
conferred are lasting due to the budgetary and bureaucratic reality of many
schools—budgetary restrictions, the very real structural relations existing
between schooling and economic and cultural control, lack of expertise in
dealing with the “learning problems” of speciﬁc students, etc., all making it
truly diﬃcult to actually change the conditions which caused the child to be
“a slow learner” or other category in the ﬁrst place—gives even more
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weight to the points I have been illuminating. Since only rarely is a student
reclassiﬁed,38 the eﬀect of these labels is immense for they call forth forms of
“treatment” which tend to conﬁrm the person in the institutionally applied
category.
It is often argued that such rhetorical devices as the categories and labels
to which I have been referring actually are used to help the child. After all,
once so characterized the student can be given “proper treatment.” However, just as plausible a case can be made that, given the reality of life in
schools, and given the role of the school in maximizing the production both
of certain kinds of cultural capital and of agents who are “required” by a
society’s economic apparatus, the very deﬁnition of a student as someone in
need of this particular treatment harms him or her.39 As I have pointed out,
such deﬁnitions are essentializing; they tend to be generalized to all situations which the individual confronts. As Goﬀman so potently illustrates, in
total institutions—and schools share many of their characteristics—the label
and all that goes with it is likely to be used by the individual’s peers and his
or her custodians (e.g., other children, teachers, and administrators) to deﬁne
him or her. It governs nearly all of the conduct toward the person, and,
more importantly, the deﬁnition ultimately governs the student’s conduct
toward these others, thereby acting to support a self-fulﬁlling prophecy.40
My point is not to deny that within the existing institutional framework
of schooling there are such “things” as “slow learners,” “underachievers,” or
“poorly motivated students” which we can commonsensically identify,
though as I have contended such language hides the more basic issue of
inquiring into the conditions under which one group of people consistently
labels others as deviant or applies some other taken for granted abstract
category to them. Rather, I would like to argue that this linguistic system as
it is commonly applied by school people does not serve a psychological or
scientiﬁc function as much as they would like to suppose. To put it bluntly,
it often serves to abase and degrade those individuals and classes of people to
whom the designations are so quickly given.41
A fact that should bring this argument into even clearer focus—that is,
that the process of classiﬁcation as it functions in educational research and
practice is a moral and political act, not a neutral helping act—is the evidence that those labels are massively applied to the children of the poor and
ethnic minorities much more so than the children of the more economically
advantaged and politically powerful.
Besides the historical documentation I oﬀered in Chapter 4, there is
powerful recent empirical evidence to support part of the argument oﬀered
here. For example, Mercer’s analysis of the processes by which institutions
like schools label individuals as, say, mentally retarded conﬁrms this picture.42 Children with “nonmodal” socio-cultural backgrounds and of minority groups predominate to a disproportionate degree in being so labeled.
This is primarily due to diagnostic procedures in schools that were drawn
almost totally from what she has called the dominance of “anglocentrism”
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in schools, a form of ethno-centrism that causes school people to act as if
their own group’s life style, language, history, and value and normative
structure were the “proper” guidelines against which all other people’s
activity should be measured. Not only were students from low socio-economic
and non-white backgrounds disproportionately labeled, but even more
important, Mexican-American and Black students, for instance, who were
assigned the label of mental retardate were actually less “deviant” than
whites. That is, they had higher IQs than the “Anglos” who were so labeled.
Given Bourdieu’s arguments quoted in Chapter 2, this should not surprise
us too much.
Yet another fact should be noted. The school was most often the only
institution to label these nonmodal students as retarded, primarily because of
the prevailing assumptions of normality that were held by school personnel.
These students performed quite well once outside the boundaries of that
institution.
Mercer is at least partly correct when she attributes this overdistribution
of the mental retardate designation to the diagnostic, evaluative, and testing
“machinery” of the school.43 Based as it is on statistical formulations that
conform to problematic institutional assumptions concerning normality and
deviance drawn from existing and often biased economic and political
structures, it plays a large part in the process of channeling certain types of
students into preexisting categories. The painful fact that this supposedly
helpful machinery of diagnosis and remediation does not meet the reality of
the child is given further documentation by Mehan’s important study of
supposedly “normal” young children’s reconstruction of the meaning of a
testing situation and the evaluative instruments themselves.44 In essence,
what he found was that even in the most personally administered diagnostic
testing, “testers” were apt to use speculative and inaccurate labels to summarize even more speculative and inaccurate results. The school tests actually obscured the children’s real understanding of the materials and tasks, did
not capture the children’s varied abilities to reason adequately, and did not
show “the negotiated, contextually bound measurement decisions that the
tester makes while scoring children’s behavior as ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’.”
While this was especially true of “non-modal” children (in this case, Spanish-speaking) it was also strikingly true for all other students as well. If this
research is correct, given the intense pressure for “accountability” today, the
dominance of a process-product testing mentality, hence, will no doubt lead
to even more problematic, anonymous, and culturally and economically
biased institutions due to the labels that stem from the testing process itself.
The importance given to testing in schools cannot be underestimated in
other ways. The labels that come from these “diagnoses” and assessments are
not easily shaken oﬀ, and are in fact used by other institutions to continue
the deﬁnitional ascription given by the school.
That is, it should be quite clear that not only does the school perform a
central function of assigning labels to children in the process of sorting them
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and then distributing diﬀerent knowledge, dispositions, and views of self to
each of these labeled groups, but, just as important, the school occupies the
central position in a larger network of other institutions. The labels imputed
by the public schools are borrowed by legal, economic, health, and community institutions to deﬁne the individual in his or her contact with them
as well.45
Thus, as institutions that are heavily inﬂuenced by statistical and “scientiﬁc” models of operation to deﬁne normality and deviance, models that are
consistently biased toward extant social regularities, schools seem to have a
disproportionate eﬀect on labeling students. Because public schools depend
almost exclusively on a statistical model for their normative frame, they
generate categories of deviance that are ﬁlled with individuals largely from
lower socio-economic groups and ethnic minorities.46 The ethical, political, and economic implications of this creation of deviant identities
should be obvious.
This makes one notion very signiﬁcant. The only serious way to make
sense out of the imputation of labels in schools is to analyze the assumptions
that underlie the deﬁnitions of competence these entail; and this can only
be done in terms of an investigation of those who are in a position to impose
these deﬁnitions.47 Thus, the notion of power (what economic group or
social class actually has it and how it is really being used) becomes a critical
one if we are to understand why certain forms of social meanings—the
authoritative election Blum talks of in the quote at the outset of this
chapter—are used to select and organize the knowledge and perspectives
educators employ to comprehend, order, value, and control activity in
educational institutions.

Power and Labeling
How important a sense of the way power operates is to our understanding
of the labeling process must not be underestimated for at least one particular
reason. There has evolved over the past few years a large body of research
on labeling. It has been strongly inﬂuenced by social phenomenology,
symbolic interactionism, and other perspectives that tend to see, in part
correctly, that labels, like “reality,” are social constructions.48 This rather
phenomenological tradition has usually been less concerned with what I
have called relational analysis, however. Because of this, we must be wary of
some signiﬁcant limitations in the usual analyses of categories and labels
done by labeling theorists and others.
In fact, an unrelational focus on labeling, one that is not overtly concerned with the connections between economic and cultural power and
schools, can lead us into the conceptual and political trap that has so often
closed on the investigations done by the symbolic interactionists, labeling
theorists, and phenomenological sociologists of the school.49 By examining
the labeling process (as an indicator of how ideological saturation in the
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heads of educators actually operates in day-to-day school life, here) we can
forget that it is an indicator of something beyond itself as well. For as the
quote from Whitty pointed out earlier in this volume, the mere fact that
these categories and labels are social constructs does not explain why this
particular set exists nor why it is so resistant to change.
Sharp and Green’s discussion of the relationship between power and
labeling in their ethnographic study of a working class British primary
school provides a number of signiﬁcant comments on this danger. For Sharp
and Green, social phenomenology, symbolic interactionism, labeling theory,
and so forth simply do not provide an adequate analytic framework for
understanding why things such as the stratiﬁcation and labeling of children
go on in educational institutions. Not only is the framework conceptually
weak, but it is inherently less political than it should be if we are to comprehend the complex relationship between common-sense meanings, practices, and decisions in schools and the ideological and institutional apparatus
that surrounds these cultural institutions.
Sharp and Green are in strong agreement with other British sociologists
who criticize phenomenologically oriented research as being onesided and
ultimately apolitical. For example, most phenomenological studies want to
focus on the social construction of classroom reality, how the commonsense
interactions of both teachers and students create and maintain the sets of
meanings and identities that enable classroom life to proceed in a relatively
smooth manner. Here is where those of us inﬂuenced by Marxist and neoMarxist perspectives want to go further, however. For the social world,
with education as part of it, is not merely the result of the creative processes
of interpretation that social actors engage in, a point so dear to the hearts of
the social phenomenologists. It is partly this, of course. But, the everyday
world that we all confront in our day to day lives as teachers, researchers,
parents, children, and so forth “is structured not merely by language and
meaning,” by our face to face symbolic interactions and by our ongoing
social constructions, “but by the modes and forces of material production
and the system of domination which is related in some way to material
reality and its control.”50
Phenomenological description and analysis of social processes and labeling, while important to be sure, inclines us to forget that there are objective
institutions and structures “out there” that have power, that can control our
lives and our very perceptions. By focusing on how everyday social interaction sustains people’s identities and their institutions, it can draw attention
away from the fact that individual interaction and conception is constrained
by material reality.
I do not mean that one should throw out social phenomenology or
labeling theory here. Instead, one combines it with a more critical social
interpretation that looks at the creation of identities and meanings in speciﬁc
institutions like schools as taking place within a context that often determines the parameters of what is negotiable or meaningful. This context does
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not merely reside at the level of consciousness; it is the nexus of economic
and political institutions, a nexus which deﬁnes what schools should be
about, that sets limits on these parameters. These points have important
implications for a serious analysis of classroom labeling, the use of “neutral”
categories by educators, and the distribution of diﬀerent kinds of knowledge
to diﬀerently labeled children.
For example, much of the literature on the labeling of children in schools
tends to rest upon a peculiar brand of “idealism.” That is, it assumes that
pupil identities are created almost wholly by teachers’ perceptions of students in classrooms. However, this is not merely a question of teachers’
consciousness making children’s consciousness—e.g., a teacher conceives of
a student as “really dumb” and, hence, the child becomes “really dumb,”
though there is some element of truth to that to be sure. Rather, it also
deeply involves the objective material circumstances and expectations
which both make up and surround the school environment. As Sharp and
Green argue:51
When considering the generation of pupil identities, for example, the
pupil’s opportunity structure for acquiring any particular identity relates
not merely to the teacher’s working conceptual categories in his or her
consciousness, but also to the facets of the structure of classroom organization which has to be understood in relationship to a range of extraclassroom pressures which may be or may not be appreciated by the
teacher or the pupils. It is important to attempt to understand classroom
social structure as the product of both symbolic context and material
circumstances. The latter factors tend to be underestimated in social
interactionism and social phenomenology.
Thus, the modes of interaction in classrooms, the types of control, the
generation and labeling of pupil identities, need to be understood as a dialectical relationship between ideology and material and economic environment. As I noted earlier, teachers’ conceptions of competence, of what is
“good student performance,” of important v. unimportant knowledge, of
“proper behavior” are not free-ﬂoating ideas. These mental productions
come from somewhere. They are responses to what are perceived to be real
problems caused, in part, by very real environmental conditions within
schools and, often, economic and social conditions “outside” that building.
Thus, to understand schools one must go beyond what educational practitioners and theorists think is going on, to see the connections between these
thoughts and actions to the ideological and material conditions both in and
outside the school that “determine” what we think are our “real” problems.
The key to uncovering this is power.
Yet, as I have shown in this book, power is not always visible as economic manipulation and control. It is often manifest as forms of helping and
as forms of “legitimate knowledge,” forms which seem to provide their

Commonsense Categories & the Politics of Labeling

145

own justiﬁcation by being interpreted as neutral. Thus, power is exercised
through institutions which, by running their natural course, reproduce and
legitimate the system of inequality. And all of this can in fact seem even
more legitimate through the role of the intellectuals who make up the
helping professions such as education.
This is obviously quite complex, yet even if we were to understand part
of this, by the very fact of considering ourselves as a helping profession our
prevailing liberal ideology would have us deal with the problems of labeling
by instituting limited amelioration. We would introduce things like more
openness in schools. The notion behind such reforms is that by opening up
classrooms the labeling process would become less essential. Children would
be able to excel wherever their individual talents lie. However, these kinds
of ameliorative reforms must be examined quite carefully. They may be
contradictory and may actually create more of a problem, in the same manner
that “achievement problems” were naturally generated in Chapter 2.
Actually, as Sharp and Green show, what seems to happen is that the
range of labels which can be applied is increased in more open settings,
especially those in working class and culturally diﬀerent areas, those areas
where labeling is most intense. In the traditional classroom, what is considered as important overt knowledge tends to be limited to “academic
areas”—mathematics, science, and so forth. Thus, students may tend to be
labeled, when achievement criteria are used, on a fairly limited set of public
knowledge forms. However, in more open settings that are part of the
public school system (with its historical interest in social and “intellectual”
stratiﬁcation and ideological consensus) what is construed as speciﬁcally
school knowledge is increased. One is now much more interested in the
“whole child,” if you will. Therefore, emotionality, dispositions, physicality,
and other more general attributes are added to the usual academic curricula
as overt areas one must be concerned with. The latent result seems to be to
increase the range of attributes upon which students may be stratiﬁed. That is,
by changing the deﬁnition of school knowledge so that it includes more
personal and dispositional elements, one is also latently enabling a wider
possibility of labeling to go on in more “open” environments. Student
identities can be even more ﬁxed than before. This probably occurs because
the basic goals of the institution—e.g., sorting students according to “natural
talent,” maximizing the production of technical knowledge, etc.—are not
really changed. At the same time, of course, open classrooms in middle class
areas are ideally suited to teach decision-making, ﬂexibility, and so on to
students who will become managers and professionals. This ﬁnding is not
trivial, for if, say, open classrooms within traditional institutions actually
create a more powerful system of stratiﬁcation, then their actual functioning
has to be interpreted in reproductive, not only ameliorative, terms.
This ties in very closely to the discussion of the hidden curriculum in
earlier chapters. As children learn to accept as natural the social distinctions
schools both reinforce and teach between important and unimportant
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knowledge, between normality and deviance, between work and play, and
the subtle ideological rules and norms that inhere in these distinctions, they
also internalize visions of both the way institutions should be organized and
their appropriate place in these institutions. These things are learned somewhat
diﬀerently by diﬀerent students, of course, and this is where the process of
labeling becomes so important to social and economic class diﬀerentiation.
The labeling of students, and the school’s ameliorative ideology that surrounds its decision to use particular social labels, has a strong impact on which
students accept which particular distinctions as natural.

Clinical Language, the Expert, and Social Control
As I argued in Chapters 2 and 3, one important latent function of schooling
seems to be the distribution of forms of consciousness, often quite
unequally, to students. Sociologically, then, through their appropriation of
these dispositions and outlooks, students are able to be sorted into the various roles sedimented throughout the fabric of an advanced corporate
society. The process of labeling occupies a subtle but essential place in this
sorting. Because the designations, categories, and linguistic tools employed
by educators, and especially by most members of the curriculum ﬁeld of a
behavioral persuasion, are perceived by them to have both “scientiﬁc” status
and to be geared to “helping” students, there is little or no realization that
the very language that they resort to is ideally suited to maintain the
bureaucratic rationality (and the concomitant eﬀects of social control and
consensus) that has dominated schooling for so long a time.52
Edelman makes a similar point in discussing the way the distinctive language system of the “helping professions” is used to justify and marshal
public support for professional practices that have profound political and
ethical consequences.53
Because the helping professions deﬁne other people’s statuses (and their
own), the special terms they employ to categorize clients and justify
restrictions of their physical movements and of their moral and intellectual inﬂuence are especially revealing of the political functions language performs and of the multiple realities it helps create. Language is
both a sensitive indicator and a powerful creator of background
assumptions about people’s levels of competence and merit. Just as any
single numeral evokes the whole number scheme in our minds, so a
term, a syntactic form, or a metaphor with political connotations can
evoke and justify a power hierarchy in the person who used it and the
groups that respond to it.
Edelman’s basic argument is not merely that the language forms educators
and others use “arrange” their reality, but also that these forms covertly
justify status, power, and authority. In essence, they are ideological in both
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senses of the term. In short, one must examine the contradiction between a
liberal perspective that is there to help and at the same time actually serves
the existing distribution of power in institutions and society.54 This contradiction is diﬃcult to miss in the language employed by school people.
Perhaps this argument is best summarized by quoting again from
Edelman.55
In the symbolic worlds evoked by the language of the helping professions, speculations and veriﬁed fact readily merge with each other.
Language dispels the uncertainty in speculation, changes facts to make
them serve status distinctions and reinforce ideology. The names for
forms of mental illness, forms of delinquency, and for educational
capacities are the basic terms. Each of them normally involves a high
degree of unreliability in diagnosis, in prognosis, and in the prescription
of rehabilitative treatments; but also entail unambiguous constraints
upon clients, especially their conﬁnement and subjection to the staﬀ
and the rules of a prison, school or hospital. The conﬁnement and constraints are converted into liberating and altruistic acts by deﬁning them as education, therapy, or rehabilitation. The arbitrariness and speculation in the
diagnosis and the prognosis, on the other hand, are converted into clear and
speciﬁc perceptions of the need for control (by the “helping group”). Regardless
of the arbitrariness or technical unreliability of professional terms, their
political utility is manifest; they marshal popular support for professional
discretion, concentrating public attention upon procedures and rationalizing in advance any failure of the procedures to achieve their formal
objectives. [my italics]
That is, the supposedly neutral language of an institution, even though it
rests upon highly speculative data and may be applied without actually
being appropriate, provides a framework that legitimates control of major
aspects of an individual’s or group’s behavior. At the same time, by sounding scientiﬁc and “expert,” it contributes to the quiescence of the public by
focusing attention on its “sophistication” not on its political or ethical
results. Thus, historically outmoded, and socially and politically conservative
(and often educationally disastrous) practices are not only continued, but are
made to sound as if they were actually more enlightened and ethically
responsive ways of dealing with children.
As in other institutions where there is little choice about whether an
individual (student, patient, inmate) may come or go as he or she pleases, by
deﬁning students through the use of such a quasi-scientiﬁc and quasi-clinical
and therapeutic terminology and hence “showing” that students are culpable and that they are indeed “diﬀerent” (they are not adults; they have not
reached a certain developmental stage; they have limited attention spans,
they are “culturally and linguistically deprived,” etc.), educators need not
face the often coercive aspects of their own activity.56 Therefore, the ethical

148 Commonsense Categories & the Politics of Labeling
and ideological questions of the nature of control in school settings do not
have to be responded to. The liberal vision, the clinical perspectives, the
treatment language, the “helping” labels, all deﬁne it out of existence.
It is possible to argue, then, that these criticisms are actually generic to
clinical perspectives and helping labels themselves as they function in education since the assumptions in which they are grounded are themselves
open to question.57 These viewpoints are distinguished by a number of
striking characteristics, each of which when combined with the others seem
logically to lead to a conservative stance toward existing institutional
arrangements. The ﬁrst characteristic is that the researcher or practitioner
studies or deals with those individuals who have already been labeled as
diﬀerent or deviant by the institution. In doing this, he or she adopts the
values of the social system that deﬁned the person as deviant. Furthermore,
he or she assumes that the judgments made by the institution and based on
these values are the valid measures of normality and competence without
seriously questioning them.
Second, these clinical and helping perspectives have a strong tendency to
perceive the diﬃculty as a problem with the individual, as something the
individual rather than the institution lacks. Thus, combined with the
assumption that the oﬃcial deﬁnition is the only right deﬁnition, almost all
action is focused on changing the individual rather than the deﬁning agent,
the larger institutional context. Third, researchers and practitioners who
accept the institutional designations and deﬁnitions tend to assume that all
of the people within these categories are the same. There is an assumption
of homogeneity. In this way, individual complexity is automatically ﬂattened. The actual process of creating an abstract individual is covered by the
quasi-individualistic perspective.
But this is not all, for there seem to be strong motivations for use already
built into these labels and the processes and expertise behind them. That is,
the “professional helpers” who employ the supposedly diagnostic and therapeutic terminologies must ﬁnd (and hence create) individuals who ﬁt the
categories, otherwise the expertise is useless. This is probably a general
educational fact. Once a “new” (but always limited) tool or perspective for
“helping” children is generated, it tends to expand beyond the “problem”
for which it was initially developed. The tools (here diagnostic, therapeutic,
and linguistic) also have the eﬀect of redeﬁning past issues in these other
areas into problems the tool is capable of dealing with.58 The best example
is behavior modiﬁcation. While applicable to a limited range of diﬃculties
in schools, it becomes both a diagnostic language and a form of “treatment”
for a wider range of “student problems.” Thus, for instance, its increasing
use and acceptance in ghetto and working class schools and elsewhere with
“disruptive” children, or with entire school classes as is becoming more the
case, really acts as a cloak to cover the political fact that the nature of the
existing educational institutions is unresponsive to a large portion of students.59
In addition, its treatment language acts to hide the alienating wage-product
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relationship that has been established and called education. Finally, the perspective, by deﬁning itself clinically, covers the very real moral questions that
must be raised concerning the appropriateness of the technique itself in dealing
with students who have no choice about being in the institution.
One of the points that complements the foregoing discussion is that those
people who are perceived as being diﬀerent or deviant from normal institutional expectations are threatening to the day-to-day life of schools, to the
normal pattern of operation that is constant and so often relatively sterile. In
this regard, the labeling act can be seen as part of a complex avoidance
process. It acts to preserve the tenuous nature of many interpersonal relationships within schools on which “adequate deﬁnitions of situations”
depend. But even more important, it enables people like teachers, administrators, curriculum workers, and other school people to confront stereotypes rather than individuals since schools cannot deal with the distinctive
characteristics of individuals to any signiﬁcant degree. There is a good deal
of research that supports the fact that diﬀerences from institutional expectations often result in avoidance reactions on the part of people who confront these individuals who are “deviant.”60 Thus, stereotyping and labeling
are heightened and the comforting illusion that children are being helped
is preserved.
Yet how is this illusion maintained? Schools are often evaluated. Both
personnel and programs are repeatedly scrutinized, now even more so
because of the dominance of the management perspectives I focused upon
in the last chapter. A multitude of experts in research and evaluation expend
a huge amount of time and eﬀort investigating the eﬀects of schooling.
Even though these experts look at schools through the limited lenses of the
achievement and socialization traditions, shouldn’t the actual functioning of
such day-to-day activity seem clear? Shouldn’t the way a good deal of the
work of schools and the expertise (clinical or otherwise) that stands behind
its functions as an aspect of cultural and economic reproduction be recognized? Isn’t the way “intellectuals” employ their commonsense expertise
clear to them? After all, most schoolpeople and researchers truly care about
both their work and the students who inhabit these institutions.
Unfortunately, this recognition is rather diﬃcult to come by. First, as I
have maintained, a major reason is the manner in which such expertise
functions. It is ideological. It does provide a working deﬁnition of a complex situation (in much the same way as the material conditions of a
teaching environment provided the justiﬁcation for the teacher’s time and
energy in Chapter 3), while ongoingly recreating structurally based
inequalities in knowledge and power at the same time. Second, there are
barriers to such self-consciousness built into the very role and perspective of
both the evaluative expert in corporate society and the receiver of such
expertise as well.
We should not be surprised that the basic perspectives of “experts” are
quite strongly inﬂuenced by the dominant values of the collectivity to
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which they belong and the social situation within that society which they
ﬁll. These dominant values necessarily aﬀect their work.61 In fact, as we
have seen, these outlooks are already sedimented into the forms of language
and the implicit perspectives found in the social roles intellectuals and
technical experts ﬁll. There are linguistic, programmatic, methodological,
and conceptual tools, and expectations on how they are to be used, built
into the job of the evaluator. It is not very common for these professionals
to turn their backs on the institutionalized goals, procedures, and norms that
already exist and the store-house of collected knowledge which serves these
oﬃcial goals that has been built up over the years in the ﬁeld. In part, this is
because this congerie of accepted wisdom and value is reinforced by the
needs of institutional managers for special types of “expert” advice. This is
an exceptionally important point.
Researchers and evaluators are “experts for hire.” Here I do not mean to
totally denigrate the important position they ﬁll. Rather, the role of the
expert in American society is rather unique and leads to certain expectations
which are themselves problematic in educational settings.
Given the status of technical knowledge in corporate economies,
“experts” are under a considerable amount of pressure to present their
ﬁndings as scientiﬁc information, as knowledge that has to a signiﬁcant
degree a scientiﬁc warrant, and, therefore, an inherent plausibility.62 As we
saw in Chapter 2, this had a rather large impact on the rejection of the
policy statements made by Jencks in Inequality, for instance. Not only are
experts, especially educational research and evaluation experts, expected to
couch their arguments in scientiﬁc terms, but because of their very position
in the social system, their data and perspectives are perceived as authoritative. The weight and prestige given to their expertise is considerable.63
However, our previous discussion of how educators have appropriated an
inaccurate view of scientiﬁc activity makes this prestige problematic. This
appropriation leads to considerable diﬃculty. It enables educators to practice
poor research and, most importantly, it is a major component in their tendency to conﬁrm the achievement and socialization paradigms under which
educational researchers work, even though substantive progress may require
a new disciplinary matrix to replace the current one.64 The numerous
ﬁndings of no signiﬁcant diﬀerence might just point to this conclusion.
While there are considerable conceptual and technical (to say nothing of
ideological) diﬃculties with the usual view of what important research looks
like, one thing is obvious. Even given these diﬃculties, schoolpeople and
decisionmakers do perceive the information they get from technical experts as
“worthy,” again because it comes from those who hold the title of expert.
One of the tasks of the expert is to furnish to the administrative leadership of an institution the special knowledge these persons require before
decisions are made. The bureaucratic institution furnishes the problems to
be investigated, not the expert. Hence, the type of knowledge that the
expert is to supply is determined in advance. Since the expert bears no
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responsibility for the ﬁnal outcome of a program, his or her activities can be
guided by the practical interests of the administrative leaders, a point made
so clearly earlier in this chapter by Gouldner. And what administrators are
not looking for are new hypotheses or new interpretations that are not
immediately and noticeably relevant to the practical problems at hand—the
teaching of reading, say. The fact that the expert is expected to work on
the practical problems as deﬁned by the institution and not oﬀer advice
outside of these boundaries is of considerable moment. It has become
increasingly evident that, for whatever reasons (socialization into a position,
timidity because of political pressure, a belief that engineering techniques
will solve all of our problems, the ideological and material “determinations”
aﬀecting the institution, and so forth) the administrative leadership of a large
organization seeks and is probably supposed to seek to reduce the new and
uncertain of a complex situation with which it is confronted into a practically safe combination of “old and certain truths” about the processes of
schooling.65 However, there are very few things as conceptually, ethically,
and politically complex as education, and educational scholarship has hardly
scratched the surface of the intricacies involved. The fact that these “old and
certain truths” may be less than eﬃcacious given the questions being raised
by the reproduction theorists and others about the complicated nature of
educational problems in cities and elsewhere is not often perceived to be
important to consider by practical decision-makers, for, after all, it is the
role of the expert to deal with this complexity. But as we saw, the knowledge expected of the expert is already predetermined and, thus, we are
caught in a double bind. The expert is expected to provide technical advice
and services to help solve the institution’s needs; however, the range of
issues and the types of answers which are actually acceptable are ideologically limited by what the administrative apparatus has previously deﬁned as
“the problem.” In this way the circle of inconsequential results is continued.
This is certainly not new. Expertise has been used by policymakers for
quite a long time. It should be clear, though, that from the very beginnings of
the assessment of social and educational programs, the kinds of help required
were determined primarily by and in support of the political goals of oﬃcials,
often at the expense of institutional responsiveness to its clientele.66
This raises a rather provocative question. Can one see the real functioning
of one’s work, can one study the real outcomes and processes of educational
programs, when one’s action and research employs categories and data
derived from and serving the institution itself, without at the same time
giving support to the cultural and economic apparatus which these categories and data themselves serve?67 Because of this kind of question a crucial
point should be noted at this time. Of particular import for curricular and
other educational research and evaluation, then, is to argue against the
temptation to uncritically use oﬃcially collected statistics based on these
oﬃcially deﬁned categories that are often readily available. Rather, the more
critical question to ask is “What ideological assumptions underpin the
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constructs within which this data was generated?”68 By raising questions of
this type one may illuminate the very potent normative implications
involved when educators designate students by some speciﬁc institutional
abstraction.
I have argued that the distribution of labels among a student population is
actually a process by which one social group makes value judgments about
the appropriateness or inappropriateness of another group’s action. If such a
perspective is correct, then the points I have been articulating suggest that a
good deal of investigation remains to be done showing how the ideologically hegemonic structures of dominant groups in American society when
imposed upon schools have rather wide ethical, political, and social implications in that they may assist in sorting out individuals according to class,
race, and sex quite early in life.
These are quite frankly diﬃcult questions. Yet, in the very act of searching for relief from the all too real moral and political responsibilities and
dilemmas of inﬂuencing others, educators have done what Szasz calls
“mystifying and technicizing their problems of living.”69 What this has to
say about the dominance in educational thought of psychological models
and metaphors based upon a neutral and “strict science” image is quite
signiﬁcant.70
The orientations which so predominate curriculum and educational
theory, and indeed have consistently dominated it in the past, eﬀectively
obscure and often deny the profound ethical and economic issues educators
face. As we have seen, they transform these dilemmas into engineering
problems or puzzles that are amenable to technical “professional” solutions.
Perhaps the best example is the ﬁeld’s nearly total reliance on perspectives
drawn from the psychology of learning. The terminology drawn from this
psychology and its allied ﬁelds is quite inadequate since it neglects or at base
tends to draw attention from the basically political and moral character of
social existence and human development. The language of reinforcement,
learning, negative feedback, and so forth is a rather weak tool for dealing
with the continual encroachment of contradiction upon order, with the
issue of what counts as legitimate knowledge, with the creation and
recreation of personal meaning and interpersonal institutions, with the
reproductive nature of schooling and other institutions, and with notions
such as responsibility and justice in conduct with others. In essence, like the
language of systems management, the language of psychology as it is exercised in curriculum “de-ethicizes and depoliticizes human relations and
personal conduct.”71
For example, much of our busy endeavor to deﬁne operational objectives
and to state student “outcomes” in behavioral terms may be interpreted as
exactly that—busy work, if I may use commonsense terminology for the
moment. That is, because of the ﬁeld’s preoccupation with the working of
its goal statements and “output measures,” attention is diverted from the
crucial political and moral implications of our activity as educators. In this
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way means are turned into ends and children are transformed into manipulable and anonymous abstractions called “learners.” Speaking of the ﬁeld
of sociology, though quite the same things could be said about a large
portion of curricular language and research, Friedrich articulates part of the
problem clearly.72
What sociologists appear completely unaware of is the long-run impact
of coming to conceive of one’s fellows as manipulable. Language—and
the choice among symbols it entails—pervades all meaningful social
action, either overtly or covertly, consciously or unconsciously. The
symbolic manipulation of man cannot be wholly isolated from the rest
of a person’s symbolically mediated relationships with others. As man’s
intellectual life more and more demands such symbolic manipulation,
he runs the increasing risk of conceiving man in other areas of his life in
terms that invite or are particularly amenable to a means-end relationship rather than those that support an attitude toward others as ends in
themselves.
Thus, the manipulative ethos and the structures of ideological domination
of a larger society are found within curriculum discourse in the basic behavioral and treatment language and categories used for even conceiving of
educational relationships. It thereby creates and reinforces patterns of interaction that not only reﬂect but actually embody the interests in stratiﬁcation, unequal power, certainty, and control that dominate the consciousness
of advanced corporate societies.

Some Counterexamples
A number of alternative examples can be used to show that the conceptions,
categories, and labels that I have been analyzing are, in fact, commonsensical
and ideological not preordained or “natural.” In our society, there is a high
premium put on intelligence, especially in relation to the student’s ability to
enhance the production of economically important knowledge. Schools are
obviously partly organized around and value such a concept. The fact that
they limit it to quite constricted and mostly verbal versions of it, ones usually
embodying the cultural capital of dominant groups, is important but not the
point here. Rather, we should note that it is possible to describe other conceptions around which our educational and social institutions could be organized and our technology designed. For instance, envision a society in which
physical grace not our overly constricted deﬁnitions of competence and intelligence was the most valued characteristic.73 Those who were clumsy or
reached merely lower categories of grace might then be discriminated against.
The culture’s educational structure would categorize individuals according to
their “capacity for grace.” The technology would be so designed that it
would require elegance in motion for it to be employed.
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Besides physical grace (which is really not too outlandish a concept) one
could also point to the possibility of valuing, say, moral excellence or the
collective commitment seen in students in many socialist countries. After all,
these types of dispositional elements are some of the things that education is
all about, aren’t they? However, as the literature on the hidden curriculum
strongly suggests, the basic regularities of schools excel in teaching the
opposite. For example, because of the dominance of individualistic evaluation—both public and private, of oneself and one’s peers—in school settings
subterfuge, hiding one’s real feelings, joy at someone else’s failure, and so
forth, are quite eﬀectively taught. This occurs merely by the student living
within an institution and having to cope with its density, power, and
competitiveness.74
The implications of these counterexamples are rather signiﬁcant for they
indicate that a serious attempt at changing the accepted commonsense
conceptions of competence in practice may need to change the basic regularities of the institutional structure of schooling itself. The regularities themselves are among the “teaching devices” that communicate lasting norms
and dispositions to students, that instruct children in “how the world really
is.” It is important to notice the critical implications of each of these alternative conceptions for the business, advertising, and other institutions of the
larger society as well. They act as potent reminders that criticism of many of
the characteristics of schools and social, political, and cultural criticism must
go hand in hand. Schools do not exist in a vacuum.
For instance, much of the labeling process that I have been examining
here has at its roots a concern for eﬃciency. That is, schools as agents of
both social control and cultural and economic reproduction in some sense
need to operate as eﬃcient organizations and labeling helps a good deal in
this.75 As much activity as possible must be rationalized and made goal
speciﬁc so that cost eﬀectiveness and smoothness of operation are heightened and “waste,” ineﬃciency, and uncertainty are eliminated. Furthermore, conﬂict and argumentation over goals and procedures must be
minimized so as not to jeopardize existing goals and procedures. After all,
there is a good deal of economic and psychological investment in these basic
institutional regularities. Techniques for the control and manipulation of
diﬀerence must be developed, then, in order to prevent disorder of any
signiﬁcant sort from encroaching on institutional life. If signiﬁcant diﬀerence
(either intellectual, aesthetic, valuative, or normative) is found, it must be
incorporated, redeﬁned into categories that can be handled by existing
bureaucratic and ideological assumptions. The fact that these assumptions
are relatively unexamined and are, in fact, self-conﬁrming as long as educators
employ categories that grow out of them is forgotten.
However, to point to the schools as the originators of this concern for
eﬃciency above all else in education that I have analyzed in these last two
chapters is too limited an appraisal. The roots of this perspective lie in an
ideology that provides the constitutive framework for thought and action in
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all corporate societies, an instrumental ideology that places eﬃciency, standardized technique, proﬁt, increasing division and control of labor, and
consensus at its very heart. Consequently, the caughtness of schools and
especially the curriculum ﬁeld in what Kliebard has called a factory model76
is part of a larger social problem concerning the lack of responsive of our
major institutions to human needs and sentiment. To lose sight of this is to
miss much of the real problem.
As we have seen, however, recognition of the dialectical relationship
between schools and economic and cultural control is not something educators are used to looking for. This is really something of a problem of
misrecognition, one that is compounded by the ideological saturation of educators’ consciousness. Since educators employ the achievement and socialization traditions uncritically, the labels, categories, and legitimate
knowledge generated from such perspectives are seen as natural. The real
relations that these “diﬀerentiations, evaluations, and judgments of worth”
have to the social division of labor and to economic and cultural control are
obscured by the seemingly neutral scientiﬁc status of the perspectives
themselves. Taken together, they provide an ideal agency of hegemony.
There is a complex combination of forces at work here. The selective
tradition operates so that the cultural capital that has contributed to the rise
of and continued domination by powerful groups and classes is transformed
into legitimate knowledge and is used to create the categories by which
students are dealt with. Because of the school’s economic role in diﬀerentially distributing a hidden curriculum to diﬀerent economic, cultural, racial,
and sexual groups, linguistic, cultural, and class diﬀerences from the
“normal” will be maximally focused upon and will be labeled as deviant.
Technical knowledge will then be used as an intricate ﬁlter to stratify students according to their “ability” to contribute to its production. This,
thereby, increases the sense of the neutrality of this process of economic and
cultural stratiﬁcation and both covers and makes more legitimate the actual
workings of power and ideology in an unequal society. As Bourdieu and
Passeron so forcefully put it, “Every power which manages to impose
meanings and to impose them as legitimate by concealing the power relations which are the basis of its force, adds its own speciﬁcally symbolic force
to those power relations.”77
It is in the combination between the school’s use of “neutral” perspectives embodying the interests of technical control and certainty, and the way
schools serve the interests of economic and cultural reproduction, that
schools carry out their varied functions. Technical perspectives, ones taught
to and used by educators as mere procedures, complement the needs of an
unequal society for the maximization of the production of technical
knowledge, the distribution of an acritical and positivistic perspective, and
the production of agents with the appropriate norms and values to roughly
ﬁll the requirements of the ongoing division of labor in society.78 This is a
dialectical process. Schools make legitimate the role of such technical and
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positivistic knowledge, as well. They, thereby, can employ it as a set of
supposedly neutral procedures, ones based on “ultimately right principles,”
to stratify students according to their contribution to its maximization and
to economic needs. Cultural forms, hence, residing at the very bottom of
our brains, working in tandem with the nexus of relations the school has to
the economic arena, help recreate the ideological and structural hegemony
of the powerful.
The overt curriculum, the hidden curriculum, and the history of each, are
tied to the categories we employ so easily to give meaning to our day-to-day
activity, which are in turn tied to and justify social interests. It may be hard to
see the results of our programmatic and intellectual labors as contributing to
hegemony. Yet, by seeing how these elements ﬁt together, relationally, with
the actual structures of domination in a society, we can now begin to see the
mechanisms through which cultural and economic reproduction operate in
schools. In so doing, we get a clearer picture of why “Them that has, gets.”
Because of many of the “determinations” I have examined in this volume, in
schools as in other institutions, they do get.
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Beyond Ideological Reproduction

Real Knowledge and Real Power
In his suggestive examination of the formation of ideological consciousness
in corporate societies, Stanley Aronowitz helps trace the development of a
particular idea that has come to rest at the bottom of our brains. The idea
and its ideological function are quite similar to the thread that guided the
analysis of my previous chapters, and especially in Chapter 7. He argues that
hegemony operates in large part through the control of meaning, through
the “manipulation” of the very categories and modes of thinking we commonsensically employ. Thus, there is an “internal tendency of capitalism to
increasingly give relationships between people the character of relationships
between things. Commodity production intrudes into all corners of the
social world.”1 And the unequal social world that educators live in is
represented by the reiﬁcation, the commodiﬁcation, of the very language
they use. Cultural control, hence, as both Gramsci and Williams noted, acts
as an important reproductive force. Through the deﬁnition, incorporation,
and selection of what is considered legitimate or “real” knowledge, through
positing a false consensus on what are appropriate facts, skills, hopes, and
fears (and the way we all should evaluate them), the economic and cultural
apparatus are dialectically linked. Here knowledge is power, but primarily in
the hands of those who have it already, who already control cultural capital
as well as economic capital.
We have come a long way in understanding the connections between
what ideas are considered “real knowledge” in a society and the inequality
of economic and cultural power in advanced industrial societies since Marx.
The German Ideology, where he articulated his dictum that “the ruling class
will give its ideas the form of universality and represent them as the only
rational universally valid ones,” still serves as one major starting point,
however, in any attempt to explicate the relationships that exist among
knowledge, ideology, and power. That is, however complex one’s analysis
is (and certainly needs to be), a fundamental guiding principle of such
investigations is to establish the connections between the dominant ideas of
a society and the interests of particular classes and groups.
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Unfortunately, this has been interpreted by many people as something of
a conspiracy theory—e.g., there is a relatively small number of men and
women of power consciously conspiring to suppress the lower classes. Yet,
Marx himself undoubtedly meant something more complicated than this
assertion. His point, one that has provided the constitutive framework for
this volume’s investigation of ideology and curriculum, was that “naturally”
generated out of the productive relations among individuals and social
groups will be “the principles, the ideas, the categories” that conform to and
support these (unequal) productive relations.2
My earlier sentence is somewhat misleading, however. While I said
“We have come a long way …” it is still problematic as to who is to be
included in that group. For, as I noted in Chapters 1 and 2, the “we” here
speaks to individuals and groups of concerned people who have aﬃliated
with what might best be called the tradition of neo-Marxist scholarship.
And this “we” does not usually include sociologists of education or curriculum researchers, perhaps due to the (understandable) ameliorative intent
which guides both ﬁelds.3
As we have seen, the usual traditions in both the sociology of education
and in the ﬁeld of curriculum treat school knowledge, those “principles,
ideas, and categories” that are preserved and reside in our educational institutions, as relatively neutral. The focus has been on measures of the acquisition of information, propensities, skills, and dispositions and the eﬀect of
such acquisition on later life. The greater the acquisition of such knowledge,
the usual “paradigms” go, the greater the success of the school. The alternative tradition I have employed here, one that has deep roots in the
sociology of knowledge and in critical sociology, has understood the forms
of curricular knowledge somewhat diﬀerently. It has seen them as potential
mechanisms of socio-economic selection and control, and thus has interpreted
them, at least partially, through the lens of Marx’s dictum.
This alternative tradition is not seen by its participants (the “we”) as being
merely one school of thought among many, though. Rather, and here I am
in strong agreement, the focus has been on the necessary prior questions that
must be asked before (and perhaps instead of) one engages in the usual types
of research on school knowledge. Thus a prior set of questions to those
usually asked about school success and failure (e.g., Did the students achieve
such and such a level of knowledge?) has been of a diﬀerent logical and
political type (Whose knowledge is it? Why is it being taught to this particular group, in this particular way? What are its real or latent functions in
the complex connections between cultural power and the control of the
modes of production and distribution of goods and services in an advanced
industrial economy like our own?). Only when we can respond to these
types of questions does it make sense to inquire about our relative success in
promoting the acquisition of particular forms of cultural capital.
Now it should be obvious that these kinds of prior investigations have to
do with ideological questions. For political and conceptual reasons, they
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both criticize existing modes of research into curriculum and suggest a serious research program as an alternative. As Young and Bernstein have
stressed repeatedly, while there has been some awareness of the ideological
character of aspects of education, there has been little or no awareness until
quite recently that the very form and content of classroom messages, of dayto-day school life, embody ideological “transmissions.” In order to correct
this, the selection and transmission of knowledge and the ideas which guide
them, then, need to become a primary focus of critically oriented sociological
and curricular investigation into schools.4
Seen in this light, the study of curriculum, of what is considered appropriate school knowledge and the principles used to select and value it, is part
of a larger problem. Throughout this volume my point has been that such
inquiry provides one area through which we can examine the cultural and
economic reproduction of class relations in unequal societies. Because of
this, it is important to note that such investigations into the creation and
recreation of hegemony get their primary meaning not “merely” because of
their contribution to our understanding, though this is important to be sure.
Their meaning also comes from situating them into a larger politically progressive movement. In fact, there is a political point to be made here about
how such a progressive political and economic movement (and its accompanying understanding) advances. Such a movement must embody a collective commitment toward understanding. This commitment to shared progress
is something of a neo-Marxist vision, of course, when it is put in political
terms and is best described by the late Lucien Goldmann.5
To my mind, the principal speciﬁc characteristic of Marxist thought is
the concept of the collective subject: the aﬃrmation that, historically,
eﬀective action is never taken by isolated individuals but by social
groups, and that it is only in relation to these that one can understand
events, modes of behavior, and institutions.
For rhetorical purposes, Goldmann has overstated his argument a bit, but
the implications of his point are quite important in thinking about our own
work. It is only through our commitment to collectively examine each
other’s work, to use and go beyond what may be no longer utile or what
may be weaker than it might, and then stand on each other’s shoulders, that
serious progress can be made in our collective understanding of and action
on institutions like schools.
Thus, we should not expect that one person will answer, or even pose, all
of the important questions concerning what might best be seen as the relation between power and knowledge. Certainly, I have not done so in this
volume. Rather, concrete groups of people aﬃliated with a larger social and
intellectual tradition become exceptionally important. Others, perhaps criticizing and working oﬀ of what I have written here, will lead to further
political and conceptual clarity.
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Obviously, there are still important steps to be taken in the program of
analysis into the sociology and economics of school knowledge that I have
articulated here. Therefore, I would like to suggest some paths such analyses
might fruitfully take. While there is a danger of reducing all school knowledge to ideological knowledge, and this would be an analytically silly
assertion (is one plus one ideological?), there is still much to be done on the
question of which speciﬁc groups control curriculum selection in schools.6
Whose cultural capital, both overt and covert, is placed “within” the school
curriculum? Whose vision of economic, racial, and sexual reality, whose
principles of economic reality, whose principles of social justice, are
embedded in the content of schooling? These questions deal with power
and economic resources and control (and with the ideology and economics
of the corporate publishing industry, as well). They are probably best gotten
at by a neo-Marxist analysis of actual cultural content. In so doing, they
need to be uncovered in their concrete representations in schools.
In order to accomplish this, we need a thoroughgoing critical sociology
of cultural forms that is linked to how these cultural artifacts are distributed
in society. Therefore, the study of the relationship between ideology and
curriculum needs to see itself as having strong connections to socio-economic
appraisals of other social mechanisms that preserve and distribute popular and
elite culture. The work of Lukacs, Williams, and Goldmann, for instance,
becomes quite important if we are to begin to understand how both the
content and form of school knowledge, like the content and form of major
novels and dramas, are related to structures of the social environment of
individualistically oriented advanced industrial economies like our own.7 The
knowledge that gets into school—those “legitimate principles, ideas, and
categories”— grows out of a particular history and a particular economic
and political reality. It needs to be understood by situating it back into that
socio-economic context.
But how is this to be accomplished? To grapple more completely with
the relationship between ideology and culture, between power and
knowledge, such inquiries require linkages between our considerations of
the forms which dominate schools and a more structural analysis of the
kinds of imaginative possibilities that are seen as legitimate by the larger
society. So, for example, we would have to inquire not only into overt and
hidden school knowledge and the ideological, ethical, and valuative underpinnings of the ways we ordinarily think about our activity in schools as I
have done here, but also into the other aspects of a society’s cultural apparatus. Television and mass media, museums and billboards, ﬁlms and books,
all make lasting contributions to the social distribution, organization, and,
above all, control of meaning.8 These artifacts, when added to the concerns
about curricula I have focused upon in this book, can then be linked in
such a way that we can untangle how the cultural organization of human
qualities is related to the historically evolving conditions of unequal economic
systems like ours.9
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These kinds of investigations do not stand alone, of course. A structural
theory of school knowledge, and the problem of the cultural and economic
reproduction of class relations that stands behind it, is part of a larger task of
demonstrating both analytically and empirically that “naturally” generated
out of the existing economic, social, and cultural arrangements of our
society are inequalities. These inequalities are not ﬁxable maladjustments, if
you will, but instead are regularized. They are dialectically interwoven and
connected to questions of economic and cultural power and control.10
Thus, any serious concern for the relationship between ideology and curriculum is made even more potent to the extent that it aims, as well, at
explicating the political economy of formal education. In fact, it may be
next to impossible to do one without the other.11
Throughout this book, my position has embodied a political commitment. Implicit in my exploration of some aspects of the ways schools and
intellectuals function in the cultural and economic reproduction of class
relations is a claim that it is very diﬃcult for educational and social theory to
be neutral. Thus, as I argued in Chapter 1, curricular and more general
educational research needs to have its roots in a theory of economic and
social justice, one which has as its prime focus increasing the advantage and
power of the least advantaged. To argue for this is also to argue that both
the topics of our theories and research and the ultimate explanations of the
relations among the phenomena being studied are often tacitly judgments
about the kind of society in which we live.12 Perhaps as we become clearer
in our judgments about the kind of society in which we live, then our
understanding of the role schools play in the reproduction of that society
will become clearer as well. I have tried here to show where the collective
search for such understanding might proﬁtably go, both conceptually and
politically. For, after all, the personal judgment about our role in the society
in which we live is not an abstract issue. It is one we must all face. To do
less is to ﬁll the role of the abstract individual, one who does not take it
upon him or herself to inquire into the actual relationships one has to the
concrete groups of people who produce the conditions that enable us to do
our work. To fail to think relationally about this would indeed document
Williams’s assertion that our very idea of community is withered at its root.
Perhaps Williams is correct. The conceptual rules we employ to deﬁne
our situations, that we use to design our schools and select the traditions
that are to be preserved and distributed by them, show a signal neglect of
such critical appraisals. To overcome this neglect would require a critical
and coherent theory of the social order in which we live. But this is exactly
the point. For not only have we failed to situate the knowledge we teach,
the schools we help maintain, and ourselves back into the basic structural
relations of which they are a part, we have misrecognized the diﬀerential
beneﬁts of these basic structures themselves.
This is not unimportant. Just as our commonsense practices, values, and
theories in education are aspects of hegemony, our awareness (or lack of it)
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of the workings of the structures of our political and economic system
operates in a similar fashion. It also causes us to not think structurally or
relationally. It sets limits on the range of interpretations we give to deﬁne
our economic, cultural, and political system. Instead, we substitute an
uncritical notion—one distributed by schools, the media, and other
mechanisms of an eﬀective dominant culture—of pluralistic democracy
which does not provide an adequate deﬁnition of how interest and power
actually operate in an advanced corporate economy.
Navarro’s arguments about the nature of “pluralism” in an unequal
society are instructive here, especially his points about how a vision of
pluralistic democracy covers the very real conﬂicts that exist and the diﬀerential uses of power to get what particular groups want at the expense of
other groups.13
Let me stress here that the predominance of members of the corporate
and upper middle classes in our political corridors of power is not the
cause but rather a symptom of the pattern of class dominance in our
society. Also, let me further underline that I do not assume that the
corporate class, or any other class for that matter, is uniform or that all
its members share the same interests. Indeed, social classes are divided
according to power blocs that compete for political inﬂuence, and it is
this competition that usually passes in our media and academia as the
“great U.S. pluralism.” But in that competition for political inﬂuence,
power blocs from the upper-middle class and from the corporate class
consistently wield far, far more inﬂuence over the organs of the state
than power blocs belonging to the lower-middle and working classes.
As Schattschneider has indicated, “The ﬂaw in the pluralistic heaven is
that the heavenly chorus sings with a very special accent … The system
is askew, loaded, and unbalanced in favor of a fraction of a minority.”
Indeed, underlying and transcending these speciﬁc power bloc interests,
there are far more important class interests that are paramount in
explaining the political behavior of our system. Thus, more frequently
than not, federal legislation produces a consistent pattern of eﬀects that
beneﬁt the 20 per cent at the top more than the 80 per cent at the
bottom of our society.
Thus, economic capital goes to economic capital. And even though our
ideological persuasions make us believe otherwise, political form and the
economic interests of the powerful are joined in the actual beneﬁts naturally
generated out of this conjuncture.
I have tried to illuminate how this close connection between power and
control that exists between government and the dominant classes which
Navarro describes also exists between the school and these groups. It is by
blending together economic and cultural analysis, and by focusing on the
historical and current mechanisms which allow educators and schools to
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continue their roles in reproducing the abstract individual, the selective tradition, ideological consensus, and hegemony, that these kinds of connections can
be made clear.

Beyond Reproduction
Throughout this book, I have used the language of distribution and reproduction. This language has had the conceptual beneﬁt of helping to disclose
the power of existing institutions to enhance themselves, to set limits both
on a social order and on our ways of thinking about it so that the advantages of those with cultural and economic capital are maximized. Yet, even
with this kind of conceptual beneﬁt, the very metaphors I have had
recourse to here can cover something up themselves. The notion of reproduction can lead to an assumption that there is (and perhaps can be) no
signiﬁcant resistance to such power.14 This is not the case. The continuing
struggle for democratic and economic rights by workers, the poor, women,
Blacks, Native Americans, Latinos, and others serves as a potent reminder of
the possibility and actuality of concrete action. A good deal of this struggle
remains relatively uncoordinated and without a coherent theory of social
justice behind it. Some of it has been “incorporated” into paths which pose
no threat whatsoever to established interests.15 Much of it remains unreported in the media and unrecorded in the “legitimate knowledge” we ﬁnd
in schools. However, the very fact that there are once again serious democratic socialist oriented movements and study groups on the shop ﬂoor, that
there are labor history study groups among teachers and administrators in
numerous schools, that there is concrete scholarship, debate, and renewed
interest at universities, among oppressed groups, and elsewhere about
Marxist theory and collective action, all point to the problem of using the
notion of reproduction uncritically.
Certainly, we must be honest about the ways power, knowledge, and
interest are interrelated and made manifest, about how hegemony is economically and culturally maintained. But, we also must remember that the
very sense of personal and collective futility that may come from such honesty is itself
an aspect of an eﬀective dominant culture. As an ideological form, it can lead us
away from concrete action on the conditions which deny us “the values we
most prize.”
There is another side of this question of a sense of futility, however. It
involves the concomitant belief that any action on a day-to-day ameliorative level in schools, the work place, and elsewhere merely shores up an
unequal system. This position is just as problematic.
The notion that all ameliorative action is something of an unconscious
bribe paid by liberal reformers to women, Blacks, workers, and others, one
that keeps them from pressing for more dramatic changes, is an odd position, I think. It rests on a rather too simplistic probability assumption. It
assumes there is something of a one-to-one correspondence between
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attempting to make life somehow better today or in the near future and
preventing a revolution that will naturally arise if we just wait for conditions
to get bad enough. The logic here is quite odd to say the least. The status of
the word “naturally” is obviously rather strange since it implies a return to a
mechanistic conception of history. It assumes that there are immutable laws
of economic and political development, ones that are not shaped and
reshaped by the real human practice of conscious groups of human actors.
Further, such a notion is strangely ahistorical. As Aileen Kelly has made
clear in her comments on the relationship between socialist politics and
ameliorative reform, such struggles to better the day-to-day conditions of
our economic and cultural institutions are critical. They can develop into
what she has called “political battles.”16 That is, only by action on day-today issues can a critical framework be made sensible. Not to engage in such
well-thought-out action is to lose the opportunity for political education
and for testing one’s theories in actual praxis.17

Whither Curriculum?
These points have important implications for rethinking some of our own
ideological position as curriculists, researchers, and educators aside from the
suggestions for further analyses I discussed earlier in this chapter. In order to
take them seriously, our movement should be progressively away from the
current “quasi-scientiﬁc” and management framework, one that has its roots
in the achievement and socialization traditions that now guide most of the
ﬁeld’s endeavors, and should consistently move toward a political and ethical structure. While there is certainly a need for technical expertise in the
ﬁeld—after all, curriculists are called upon to assist in the designing and
creating of concrete environments based on our diﬀering educational
visions—all too often a technical and eﬃciency perspective supplies the
problems, and other considerations such as those analyzed in this volume are
afterthoughts, if they are indeed considered at all. A more appropriate relationship would require that educational “science” and technical competence
be secured ﬁrmly within a framework that continually seeks to be selfcritical and places both one person’s responsibility to treat another person
ethically and justly and the search for a set of economic and cultural
institutions that make such collective responsibility possible at the center
of its deliberations.
Habermas extends these arguments and their implications for the reconstruction of curriculum research and practice. He argues that the controlling
and bureaucratized institutions of societies like our own require increasing
scientiﬁc and technical knowledge. The research communities, for example,
generate new rationalities and techniques that make further control and
domination of individuals and groups by economic and ideological forces
possible. However, while these communities produce data that support
existing institutionalized rubrics and mechanisms for reproduction and
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control, they are also in an increasingly pivotal strategic position. Because of
the structural contradictions within universities and because the basic social
norms that ideally guide the various “scientiﬁc” and “intellectual” communities rest strongly upon a foundation of open and honest communication,18
there is a potential within these groups, as well as in the working class,
woman’s movement, and others, for the recognition of the unnecessary
control and domination that exists in many of the institutions of society. In
addition, the turning around of even a small portion of the community of
educational scholars and practitioners to recognize the quasi-neutral perspectives that dominate their actions, rationality, language, and investigations would have the positive eﬀect of illuminating the way educational and
other forms of social research and amelioration miss the ethical, economic,
and political meaning of their work.19 In other words, the development of a
critical perspective within the educational community can “contribute to
the creation of alternative programs of research and development” that
challenge the commonsense assumptions that underpin the ﬁeld.
Just as important, in this way:20
Knowledge can be generated that relates to the needs of the peoples
who are trying to build social community, resist cultural manipulation,
facilitate decentralization movements, and in general contribute to the
actualization of human needs that are otherwise ignored. By reorienting
the scientiﬁc community, or at least a signiﬁcant section of it, [critical
perspectives] can become a material force for change by counteracting
the current drift of science toward the formation and implementation
of state policy.
These arguments imply that advocacy models of research and practice are
critically needed if substantial progress is to be made.
Reality has to be faced here though. To many people, the very idea of
regaining any real control over social institutions and personal development
is abstract and “nonsensical.” In general, hegemony does exist and many
people do see society’s economic, social, and educational institutions as
basically self-directing, with little need for their participation and with little
necessity for them to communicate and argue over the ends and means of
these same institutions. Even though the disintegration of aspects of family
life, schools, work, health, etc., is often evident (though the centralization of
control of these aspects of our collective life is becoming more covered by
liberal and pluralistic rhetoric), the basic categories of corporate logic have
become so commonsensical that many people no longer even see a need for
emancipation, other than an anomic sense that pervades certain segments of
the population. This makes the development of a critical curriculum community, for example, all the more essential since it is here that a part of the
systematic criticism of the basic categories and practices that grow out of and
help produce both problematic institutions and agents who ﬁll them can
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originate. That is, one of the fundamental conditions of emancipation is the
ability to “see” the actual functionings of institutions in all their positive and
negative complexity, to illuminate the contradictions of extant regularities,
and, ﬁnally, to assist others (and let them assist us) in “remembering” the
possibilities of spontaneity, choice, and more equal models of control.21
This means that curriculists must take an advocacy position on a number
of critical fronts, both in and outside of education. Among the most
important “internal” stances would be that of support for student rights (and
the democratic rights of teachers, oppressed groups, and others). Since curriculum as a ﬁeld has as one of its primary concerns the task of creating
access to knowledge and tradition, especially those areas that have been
victims of selective tradition, the question of a student’s right to have free
access to politically and culturally honest information and to public expression
based on this cannot be divorced from our own pursuit of just educative
environments.22
Not only should an advocacy and critical model guide us in the economic, legal, and cultural rights questions of students, teachers, and
oppressed groups, but other issues abound in the increasing use of therapeutic models in education, models that serve as excuses to change the
individual child rather than the social and intellectual structure of the school
to make it more responsive and responsible.
Consider, for instance, the current rapid growth of a “treatment” language on the part of educators. Behavior modiﬁcation or a behavioral
objectives approach again can oﬀer good examples of this. Educators talk of
giving certain speciﬁable “treatments” to bring about certain speciﬁable
“results” or outcomes. Discounting the fact that the supposed cause and
eﬀect relationships between treatment and outcome are rather psychologically and logically diﬃcult to establish, there are ethical and especially legal
implications concerning the perspectives out of which clinical and therapeutic categories, labels, and procedures arise that must be brought to the
fore and that can provide tactical means for challenging many of the
common practices within educational institutions.
A number of legal scholars have taken the position that before therapeutic
programs of any sort may be engaged in, there are a number of criteria that
must be satisﬁed. First, we must be satisﬁed that the motive behind them is
truly therapeutic and that it is unlikely to be perverted into merely a mechanism of
social control. As we have seen, however, all too much of curriculum work in
the past, however, has functioned in exactly this way. This is especially true
of the control ideology in the evaluation and testing movement,23 though
much the same thing could be said about many educational practices we
continue to employ, the types of institutions we design, and the forms of
interaction that dominate them. This questioning must be seen not only in
relation to the past and present but also in terms of future uses. No broad
programs of diagnosis and treatment, of remediation, amelioration, and
“help,” should be given institutional endorsement on the grounds that
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practitioners require a good deal more ﬂexibility in the methods they may
use to be more eﬀective, without at the same time showing clearly that it
does not exceed what is necessary to reach its goals (if in fact the goals and
means are ethically, politically, and educationally just).
Second, the program must demonstrate, prior to its implementation, that it is
capable of accomplishing its goals. Without this, “the program may become
an intervention into people’s lives and liberties for no acceptable purpose.
The individual will have been sacriﬁced, and society will have gained
nothing.” Third, and perhaps most important for my own analysis here, any
undesirable side eﬀects, any latent outcomes of such interference into the life of an
individual that can possibly be foreseen must be known beforehand and properly
weighed. 24 As I have shown here, some of the contradictions and latent
ethical and political outcomes of our own work are indeed profound.
Educators have much to learn from the fact that new and increasingly
subtle techniques of social and behavioral control seem to generate an
impetus that causes them to be generalized beyond their immediate situation. Therefore, any proposed use of them must be examined quite carefully
and at the least must embody procedural safeguards for students and parents
that prevent the abuse of the programs and which guarantee that they are
compatible with a (supposedly) “pluralistic” and diverse society.25
These legal cautions and safeguards are but one step, however, and in fact
represent a limited approach to the problem of control and the ethical uses
of our commonsense practices and perspectives, though as I noted they may
be important in stimulating concrete action and in political education. A
second step is to critically examine and raise serious questions about the very
basis of these programs and processes and their role in the creation of
hegemony. As one ﬁnal everyday example, consider the growth of, say, a
therapy model in such things as the values clariﬁcation materials and techniques found in social studies. Are they examples of the continuing transformation of overt class interests into the scientiﬁc and liberal language of
neutral helping, examples of the power of schooling in extending its rationalizing ethos to even the most private and personal dispositions of students
so that they can be better controlled? Are they indicative of the need on the
part of a society dominated by interests in control, capital accumulation,
instrumental rationality, and certainty to “produce” individuals who feel at
home in institutions that have little personal meaning? Are they the
equivalent, as I would suspect, of the increasing use of human relations
procedures in the work place to enhance the control of blue and white
collar labor?26 While these questions are not easily answered, they must be
examined if curriculists and other educators are to be aware of the latent
ideological functions of their work.
It should be clear, therefore, that part of the task of establishing a ﬁrmer
basis for the curriculum ﬁeld and education in general is for its practitioners
to distance themselves from those who control economic and political
power and the now rather limited routes to them in this society. By this I
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do not mean that curriculists should not engage in political and economic
argumentation and analysis. Quite the contrary is the case. Rather the members
of the ﬁeld need to stand back from its stance of totally accepting the
ideology and institutions that prevail in corporate societies like our own.
They need to aﬃliate with cultural, political, and economic groups who are
self-consciously working to alter the institutional arrangements that set
limits on the lives and hopes of so many people in this society. Obviously,
this involves a rather diﬃcult form of questioning. However, unless we look
to other forms of action and reﬂection, such as those generated out of the
critical traditions to which 1 have referred, ones which may enable us to
raise more important issues and engage in eﬀective collective action, we are
being less than honest with ourselves. Consequently, what I am arguing for
here is a redeﬁnition of our situations, a redeﬁnition that recognizes not the
ideologically laden ideal of the unattached intellectual but instead one that
takes seriously the passionate involvement Gramsci called for in his notion
of the organic intellectual who actively participates in the struggle against
hegemony.27
One ﬁnal set of issues needs to be faced quite openly at the end, I
believe. Can we as educators honestly cope with the probability that certainty will not be forthcoming, that many of our answers and our actions
will be situational and ﬁlled with ambiguity? With this in mind, how do we
commit ourselves to action? Part of the response to that is the realization
that our very commitment to rationality in the widest sense of the term
requires us to begin the dialectic of critical understanding that will be part of
political praxis. Yet another part of the response is illuminated by my
arguments in this book. Even our “neutral” activity may not be so. Our
work already serves ideological interests. One has no choice but to be
committed.

Notes
1 Stanley Aronowitz, False Promises (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1973), p. 95.
Aronowitz’s stress.
2 Rob Burns, “West German Intellectuals and Ideology,” New German Critique,
VIII (Spring, 1976), 9–10.
3 This is not meant to imply that amelioration is necessarily neutral. As I have
demonstrated in this volume, the possible latent political, economic, and ethical
consequences of ameliorative practices should make us less than sanguine about
many ameliorative activities.
4 Dennis Warwick, “Ideologies, Integration and Conﬂicts of Meaning,” Educability, Schools, and Ideology, Michael Flude and John Ahier, eds (London: Halstead
Press, 1974), p. 89.
5 Lucien Goldmann, Power and Humanism (London: Spokesman Books, 1974),
p. 1.
6 I have advanced some research proposals into this in Michael W. Apple, “Politics and National Curriculum Policy,” Curriculum Inquiry, VII (no. 4, 1978),
355–61.

Beyond Ideological Reproduction 173
7 See, for example, Fredric Jameson, Marxism and Form (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1971), Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1977), Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution
(London: Chatto & Windus, 1961), and Lucien Goldmann, Towards a Sociology
of the Novel (London: Tavistock, 1975). I have examined this at greater depth in
Michael W. Apple, “Ideology and Form in Curriculum Evaluation,” Qualitative
Evaluation, George Willis, ed. (Berkeley: McCutchan, 1978).
8 See, for example, Michael W. Apple and Jeﬀrey Lukowsky, “Television and
Cultural Reproduction,” Journal of Aesthetic Education, 12 (no. 4, 1978), 109–16.
9 Eberhard Knödler-Bunte, “The Proletarian Sphere and Political Organization,”
New German Critique, IV (Winter, 1975), 53.
10 For an interesting glimpse at how this perspective has been applied to an area of
social policy other than education, see Ian Taylor, Paul Walton, and Jock
Young, “Towards a Critical Criminology” Theory and Society, I (Winter 1974).
11 Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis, Schooling in Capitalist America (New York:
Basic Books, 1976) is the ﬁrst step in a political economy of education, of
course. It is ﬂawed, however, in that it neglects to account for cultural reproduction outside of its discussion of the norms and character traits that schools
both teach and reinforce.
12 Taylor, Walton, and Young, op. cit., 463.
13 Vicente Navarro, Medicine Under Capitalism (New York: Neale Watson Academic
Publications, 1976), p. 91.
14 I am indebted to Professor Yolanda Rojas of The University of Costa Rica for a
number of these points.
15 See the discussion of the history of some aspects of the American labor movement
in Aronowitz, op. cit.
16 Aileen Kelly, “A Victorian Heroine: A Review of Eleanor Marx,” New York
Review of Books, XXIV (26 January 1978), 28.
17 This combination of action on day-to-day issues with long term goals is exceptionally well portrayed in William Hinton, Fanshen (New York: Vintage, 1966).
18 Cf., Norman Storer, The Social System of Science (New York: Holt, Rinehart &
Winston, 1966).
19 Schroyer, The Critique of Domination (New York: George Braziller, 1973), pp.
165–6.
20 Ibid., p. 172.
21 Schroyer, op. cit., p. 248. See also Hinton, op. cit., and Joshua S. Horn, Away
With All Pests (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1969).
22 Michael W. Apple, “Justice As A Curriculum Concern,” Multicultural Education,
Carl Grant, ed. (Washington: Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development, 1977), pp. 14–28.
23 Clarence Karier, “Ideology and Evaluation,” Educational Evaluation: Analysis and
Responsibility, Michael W. Apple, Michael J. Subkoviak, and Henry S. Luﬂer, Jr.,
eds (Berkeley: McCutchan, 1974), pp. 279–320.
24 Nicholas N. Kittrie, The Right to be Diﬀerent: Deviance and Enforced Therapy
(Baltimore: John Hopkins, 1971), p. 336.
25 Ibid., p. 339.
26 Harry Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capital (New York: Monthly Review
Press, 1975).
27 Carl Boggs, Gramsci’s Marxism (London: Pluto Press, 1976), especially Chapter
V. This is not merely a theoretical ideal. Models of such a role that we may wish
to ponder upon can be found in Cuba.

9

Pedagogy, Patriotism, and
Democracy
Ideology and Education after
September 11

Introduction
Throughout this book my arguments have centered on the complex ways
in which ideology works in education. As I have documented, issues of
power are at the very core of our understanding (and mis-understanding) of
the realities of curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation and about who gets
helped and hurt by our commonsense assumptions about education.
Common sense is complicated. As I have documented at much greater
length elsewhere,1 it has contradictory impulses and contains element of
both “good sense” and “bad sense.” This means that the ways in which
ideological tensions are worked out and the ways in which hegemonic
relations are constituted, reconstituted, and challenged will themselves be
quite complex and will change given new historical realities.
We are living in one of those times when new historical realities are
being created before our very eyes. Relations of dominance and subordination are being reconstituted in truly major ways. The horriﬁc events
surrounding 9/11, the creation of a new version of a national security state,
the withering of long-fought-for protections of crucial civil liberties that
some of the political leaders of such a state say it requires, the invasion of
Iraq without UN sanction and against the will of the majority of nations,
the continued stiﬂing of dissent and criticism of what have clearly been
errors of immense proportion, the building of what seems all too much like
an arrogant American empire, and the list could go on—all of these things
have come together in powerful ways. It is not an overstatement to point
out the very real parallels between what is happening today and the
McCarthyism that was discredited years ago. All of these things are having
major eﬀects on how we think about the relationship between culture and
power, about who is inside and outside of “our” community, about what
we should teach and learn in schools and the cultural apparatus in general to
prepare ourselves for understanding the lives and realities so many people
are now facing nationally and internationally. Indeed, some of the ideological positions now circulating so widely could have been said just as easily
by the historical ﬁgures discussed in this volume—Thorndike, Bobbit,
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Charters, Snedden. As we are witnessing, revolutions can be conservative.
They can go backwards.
After decades of struggles against the forces I identify in Ideology and
Curriculum, many gains were made by critically oriented teachers, community activists, and members of oppressed and dispossessed groups. Such
progress was hard won. Granted it was often halting, and sometimes the
gains represented compromises with dominant groups that were taken back
during the period of economic and ideological attack on the public sphere
by neo-liberal and neo-conservative forces that we have been living under
for too long a time. But spaces for counter-hegemonic work were opened
up and the gains in education and other parts of society were real.2 Yet
dominant groups have used the current crisis to attempt to turn back the
clock. A number of the conservative forces I analyze in this book have
returned powerfully. They have returned not only because of the economic, political, cultural, and social capital that they possess, although that
has played a large part in their resurgence. Nor is the only reason their very
clever Gramscian understanding that to win in the state you must win in
civil society. Nor is this return only due to their strategy of redeﬁning the
meanings of key ideological concepts that organize our common sense such
as democracy and citizenship.3 Each and every one of these elements is
crucial of course, but sometimes dominance returns not because of clever
plans, but because of historical events that are “accidental,” that are not
predictable. Dominant groups are able to bring large groups of people under
their leadership because they have already prepared the ideological ground
for our understanding of these events and have helped create what Raymond Williams called “structures of feeling,” which make it harder to
withstand the neo-liberal and neo-conservative elements that have slowly but
eﬀectively become integral parts of our common sense.4 Thus, even when it
is not planned, hegemonic meanings and the diﬀerential power relations that
they legitimate may get reconstituted in damaging ways. This chapter takes
the catastrophic horror of 9/11 as an example of how this may happen.

After 9/11
The volume of material that has been published on the September 11 tragedy has been extensive. While some of it has been ﬁlled with an uncritical
acceptance of oﬃcial views on the subject, a good deal of it has been considerably more nuanced and self-critical about the role that the United
States may have played in helping to generate the conditions that led to the
kinds of despair that might make some people believe that such action
could be a legitimate response to U.S. hegemony. I do not think that there
is any way to justify the acts of 9/11, but I do think that they cannot be
understood in isolation from the international and national contexts out of
which they arose. I will leave an exploration of the international context
to others.5
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In this chapter I want to do something else—to bring ideology up to
date, so to speak, so that elements of both what I call in Chapter 1 strain and
conﬂict theories are brought to bear on what has happened. I wish to focus
on the most local of levels: the complicated ways in which 9/11 was
experienced phenomenologically by teachers such as myself, and the littleknown eﬀects it had on pedagogy and on the urge to have schools participate in a complicated set of patriotic discourses and practices that swept over
the United States in the wake of the disaster. Given this focus, parts of my
analysis will need to be personal. I do this not because I think that I have
any better purchase on reality than the reader, but because all of us may be
better able to understand the lived eﬀects of 9/11 and its participation in
complex ongoing ideological transformations by exploring what it meant to
identiﬁable social actors like myself. Thus I start at the personal level, but
my aim is to participate in a collective project in which people from many
diﬀerent social locations and positions tell the stories of what 9/11 meant,
and continues to mean, for their lives and educational practices.
I then discuss the impact of 9/11 on the politics of the local, on the
school board in Madison, Wisconsin, where I live. Here we shall see that
the politics of “patriotism” made it much more diﬃcult for schools at all
levels to engage in social criticism or even meaningful dialogue about U.S.
policies and economic power. As we shall also see, 9/11 had powerful and
worrisome eﬀects that are often hidden in our rush to use schools for
patriotic purposes in much the same ways as the more repressive parts of the
Americanization project acted during previous decades of U.S. history.

Horror and Hollywood
“Damn. Who could be calling now?” My annoyance was palpable. This
was one of the increasingly rare mornings that I had been able to carve out
uninterrupted time to devote myself to serious writing. I ran from my
computer to the phone, hoping not to lose the line of thought I was
struggling with. The call was from one of my most politically active
students.
“Michael, do you have your TV on? Put it on now, quickly! The World
Trade Center is collapsing. It’s unbelievable. We’re in for a new McCarthyism!
What do you think we should do!”
I put the TV on. You’ll forgive me, but the ﬁrst words out of my mouth
were “Holy shit!” I sat. I watched. But this was decidedly not passive
watching. Mesmerized is exactly the wrong word here. As the buildings
collapsed, my mind was ﬁlled with an entire universe of competing and
contradictory emotions and meanings. This wasn’t the O.J. slow-motion
caravan. Nor was it like my experience of being a young teacher when
Kennedy was assassinated. At that time, I was giving a spelling test when
the shooting was announced over the school’s loudspeaker. I kept giving
the test, too shocked to do anything else. Yes, like the Kennedy experience
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there was the intense shock of the surreally slow-motion plane, of the collapsing towers, and worst of all of people jumping out of buildings. But I
had changed and so had the cultural assemblage around which one made
interpretive sense of what was happening.
At nearly exactly the same time as I felt immense horror at the World
Trade Center disaster, something else kept entering into the lenses with
which I saw the images on the screen. The key word here is exactly that—
“screen.” It seemed almost unreal. The explosions weren’t large enough or
dramatic enough to seem real. It was as if I expected Bruce Willis to come
running out of the collapsing buildings after a ﬁreball of gargantuan proportions lit up the sky. The ﬁreball was too small. The scene of the plane as
it headed for the second tower—a scene broadcast over and over and over
again as if there was something of a perverse politics of pleasure at work—
was too undramatic, too unemotional, (as if it needed a musical crescendo
to tell us of the impending tragedy). The only word I can use to describe
that part of this welter of meanings and emotions was that even though I
had prided myself on being critically conscious of the ways that our dominant commodiﬁed cultural forms worked, I too had been “Hollywoodized.” The horror of death meets The Towering Inferno. But the falling
bodies always brought me back to reality. It was that sight that brought the
carnage back home.
Like many people I am certain, I sat and watched—for hours. Interviews,
screaming people running away, running toward, but always running—or
seeking cover. Another plane—this one missing. What was its target? Then
came the news that the Pentagon was hit. This created an even more
complex set of interpretations and readings. Why did I have even more
complicated emotions now? I had marched on the Pentagon against the
Vietnam War. I had been tear-gassed there. It was the seat of American
military might and power. For one ﬂeeting moment I felt that somehow it
almost deserved to be a target. And yet real people were killed there—real
people who worked there not only out of choice but because, in a U.S.
economy that was what is best called military Keynesianism (use government funding to prop up the economy—but by channeling huge amounts
of that money into military-related enterprises), the Pentagon and similar
sites were where many of the jobs were.
By that night and throughout the days and nights that followed, the
ruling pundits took charge of the public expression of what were the legitimate interpretations of the disaster. The visual construction of authority on
the screen and the spoken texts themselves will provide critical media analysts with enough data to once again demonstrate how power is performed
in public, how the combination of somber setting, the voices of righteousness, and the tropes of patriotism and vengeance all work together to
create a mighty call, not for justice but for vengeance.6 (This is one of
the reasons that I and many others joined forces to create the Justice not
Vengeance movement in towns and cities throughout the nation.)
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In understanding this, I try to remember that the media not only help us
construct the nature of the problems we face, but they are powerful mobilizing tools. And everywhere one turns after 9/11 there are voices on the
media saying the same thing. Dissident voices are not totally silent, but the
shock has aﬀected them as well, and their messages are muted. We are at
war. Terrorists are here. Freedom has taken a horrible blow, but God is on
our side. We cannot aﬀord the luxury of worrying about civil liberties.
Lenient policies toward immigrants, the defunding and depowering of the
FBI and the CIA, our diminished military strength, all of these and so much
more were nearly the only oﬃcial response. There must be one unitary
reply. Track them down in all places at all costs. Find their supporters
wherever they may be, especially if they are here. Any questions about why
so many people in so many nations might have been mistrustful of—indeed
sometimes hated—the United States is seen as nearly unpatriotic; they could
not be tolerated at this time. Oh, these questions might be worth asking,
but after we had destroyed the threat to our very way of life that international
terrorism represented. Of course, even asking the question “Why do they
hate us?” is itself part of the problem. At the same time, I also realize that by
constructing the binary of we/they, the very nature of the question establishes
center/periphery relations that are fully implicated in the production of a
reactionary common sense. Good/bad terms have always dominated the
American political landscape, especially in terms of international relations.
How can we interpret this? Speaking very generally, large parts of the
American public have little patience with the complexities of international
relations and even less knowledge of United States’ complicity in supporting
and arming dictatorial regimes; nor does it have a developed and nuanced
understanding of U.S. domination of the world economy, of the negative
eﬀects of globalization, of the environmental eﬀects of its wasteful energy
policies and practices, and so much more, despite the nearly heroic eﬀorts of
critics of U.S. international policy such as Noam Chomsky.7 This speaks to
the reality of the selective tradition in oﬃcial knowledge and in the world
beyond our borders that the news portrays. Even when there have been
gains in the school curriculum—environmental awareness provides a useful
example—these have been either adopted in their safest forms8 or they fail
to internationalize their discussions. Recycling bottles and cans is good;
connections between proﬂigate consumption of a disproportionate share of
the world’s resources and our daily behavior are nearly invisible in schools
or the mainstream media. In this regard, it is helpful to know that the
majority of nonbusiness vehicles purchased in the United States are now
pickup trucks, minivans, and sport utility vehicles (to say nothing of the
Hummer!)—a guarantee that energy conservation will be a discourse
unmoored in the daily practices of the U.S. consumer and an even further
guarantee that the relationship between U.S. economic and military strategies and the defense of markets and, say, oil resources will be generally
interpreted as a ﬁght to protect the “American Way of Life” at all costs.
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I mention all this because it is important to place what happened in the
wake of September 11 in a context of the “American” psyche and of
dominant American self-understandings of the role the United States plays
in the world.9 In the domestic events surrounding September 11, we had
now become the world’s oppressed. The (always relatively weak) recognition of the realities of the Palestinians or the poor in what we arrogantly call
the third world were now evacuated. Almost immediately there were a
multitude of instances throughout the nation of people who “looked
Arabic” being threatened and harassed on the street, in schools, and in their
places of business. Less well known, but in my mind of great importance
because they show the complexities of peoples’ ethical commitments in the
face-to-face relations of daily life, were the repeated instances of solidarity
including university and community demonstrations of support for Islamic
students, friends, and community members. Yet these moments of solidarity, though signiﬁcant, could not totally make up for such things as Islamic,
Punjabi, Sikh, and other students in high schools and at universities being
threatened with retaliation, and, in the case of some Punjabi secondary
school students, being threatened with rape as an act of revenge for September 11. This documents the connections between some elements of
national identity and forms of masculinity, a relationship that cries out for
serious analysis.10
At the universities, some teachers ignored the horror, perhaps for much
the same reason that I as a young teacher in 1963 had dealt with the Kennedy assassination by simply resorting to normality as a defense against
paralysis. In other classes, days were spent in discussions of the events. Sadness, disbelief, and shock were registered, but, just as often, anger and a
resurgent patriotism came to the fore. Any critical analysis of the events and
of their roots in the hopelessness, denial of dignity, and despair of oppressed
peoples—as I and number of my colleagues put forward in our classes and
seminars—had to be done extremely cautiously, not only because of the
emotionally and politically charged environment even at a progressive university like my own, but also because many of us were not totally immune
from some of the same feelings of anger and horror. Even for progressive
educators, the events of September 11 worked oﬀ of the contradictory elements of good and bad sense we too carried within us and threatened to
pull us in directions that, in other times, would have seemed to be simplistic
and even jingoistic. But at least for me and the vast majority of my colleagues
and graduate students, the elements of good sense won out.
Given these elements of good sense, it was clear that pedagogical work
needed to be done. But this wasn’t a simple issue, because a constant question, and tension, was always on my mind. How could one condemn the
murderous events, give one’s students an historical and political framework
that puts these events in their larger critical context, and provide a serious
forum where disagreement and debate could fruitfully go on so that a politics of marginalization didn’t occur in the classes—and at the same time not
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be seen as somehow justifying the attacks which under no circumstances
could be justiﬁable. While I had very strong feelings about the need to use
this as a time both to enable students to reﬂect on the horrible human tragedy we had just witnessed and to show the eﬀects of U.S. global economic, political, and cultural policies, I also had strong teacherly dispositions
that this was also not the time to engage in a pedagogy of imposition. One
could not come across as saying to students or the public, “Your understandings are simply wrong; your feelings of threat and anger are selﬁsh; any
voicing of these emotions and understandings won’t be acceptable.” This
would be among the most counterproductive pedagogies imaginable. Not
only would it conﬁrm the already just-near-the-surface perceptions among
many people that somehow the left is unpatriotic, but such a pedagogy also
could push people into rightist positions, in much the same way as I had
argued in my own work about why people “became right.”11 This required
a very strategic sense of how to speak and act both in my teaching and in
my appearances on national media.
Take my teaching as a major example. I wanted my students to fully
appreciate the fact that the U.S.-led embargo of Iraq had caused the death
of thousands upon thousands of children each year that it had been in place.
I wanted them to understand how U.S. policies in the Middle East and in
Afghanistan itself had helped create truly murderous consequences. However, unless their feelings and understandings were voiced and taken seriously, the result could be exactly the opposite of what any decent teacher
wants. Instead of a more complicated understanding of the lives of people
who are among the most oppressed in the world—often as a result of
Western and northern economic and political policies12—students could be
led to reject any critical contextual understanding largely because the pedagogical politics seemed arrogant. In my experiences both as an activist and a
scholar, this has happened more often than some theorists of “critical pedagogy” would like to admit.13 None of us are perfect teachers, and I am
certain that I made more than a few wrong moves in my attempts to
structure the discussions in my classes so that they were open and critical at
the same time. But I was impressed with the willingness of the vast majority
of students to reexamine their anger, to put themselves in the place of the
oppressed, to take their more critical and nuanced understandings and put
them into action.
Indeed, one of the things that was striking was the fact that a coalition of
students in my classes was formed to engage in concrete actions in their
own schools and communities, as well as in the university, to interrupt the
growing anti-Islamic and jingoistic dynamics that were present even in
progressive areas such as Madison and the University of Wisconsin. (This
activism was extended later on to create widespread protests against the
federal government’s and university’s imposition of a fee on all foreign students that would be used to cover the costs of their own surveillance “to
protect our security.” At this writing the fee has been temporarily
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withdrawn, at least at Wisconsin. Thus, activist coalitions that work against
the increasing loss of civil liberties of foreign students and of permanent
residents and citizens in the United States have lasted and have continued to
engage in mobilizations in important ways. Defending our nation is
important, but if we lose the reason this nation should in fact be defended,
and hence become a very diﬀerent nation in the process, then the enemies
of what is best called “thick” rather than “thin” democracy have won—and
we will have lost our ethical and political souls in the meantime.)
This politics of interruption became even more important because these
complicated pedagogical issues and the contradictory emotions and politics
that were produced in the aftermath of 9/11 were felt well beyond the
walls of the university classroom. At times they also had the eﬀect of radically transforming the politics of governance of schooling at a local level in
communities throughout the United States. One example from Madison
can serve as a powerful reminder of the hidden eﬀects of the circulation of
discourses of patriotism and “threat” as they move from the media into our
daily lives.

Patriotism, the Flag, and the Control of Schools
On an autumn evening that hinted at the coming of cooler weather, more
than 1,200 persons packed the auditorium where the Madison Board of
Education had called a special meeting. Flags were everywhere, in hands, on
lapels, pasted on jackets. The old and trite phrase that “you could cut the
tension with a knife” seemed oddly appropriate here. The tension was
somehow physical; it could literally be felt, almost like an electrical current
that coursed through your body. And for some people present at the hearing, the ﬁgures behind the front table deserved exactly that. They needed to
be electrically shocked, indeed were almost deserving of something like the
electric chair.
Months before the 9/11 disaster the seeds of this conﬂict had been planted in what were seemingly innocuous ways. Smuggled into the state
budget bill was a bit of mischief by conservative legislators seeking to gain
some arguing points for the next election. There was a section in the
budget authorization bill that required that students in all publicly funded
schools publicly recite The Pledge of Allegiance or that schools play or sing
The Star Spangled Banner, a national anthem that is a strikingly militaristic
song with the added beneﬁt of being nearly impossible for most people—
and certainly most children—to sing. Even though the legislation allowed
for nonparticipation, given the long and inglorious history of legislation of
this kind in the United States, there was a clear implication that such lack of
participation was frowned upon. This was something of a time bomb just
waiting to explode—and it did. In the midst of the growing patriotic fervor
following 9/11, the Madison, Wisconsin, school board voted to follow the
law in the most minimalist way possible. For some board members the law
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seemed to be the wrong way to teach patriotism. Rote memorization was
not the best approach if one actually wanted to provide the conditions for
the growth of thoughtful citizenship. For others the law was clearly a political ploy by conservative legislators to try to gain more support among
right-wing voters in an upcoming election that was felt to be a close call.
For other board members, there were a number of principles at stake. The
state should not intervene into the content of local school board decisions of
this type. Further, not only had the new law not been subject to close
public scrutiny and serious debate, but it threatened the cherished (at least in
theory) constitutional right of freedom of dissent. For all of these reasons, a
majority of people on the school board voted not to have the mandatory
reciting of the pledge or the singing of the anthem in the Madison
Public Schools.14
Within hours the furor over their decision reached a boiling point. The
media made it their major story. Prominent headlines in a local conservative
newspaper stated such things as “School Board Bans Pledge of Allegiance,”
even though the board had actually complied with the formal letter of the
law, and even though the board had indeed held public hearings prior to its
actions where many people had objected both to the law and to the saying
of the pledge and the singing of the anthem. Conservative politicians and
spokespersons, colonizing the space of fear and horror over the destruction
of the World Trade Center, quickly mobilized. This could not be tolerated.
It was not only unpatriotic, but it was disrespectful both to the women and
men who died in the disaster and to our military overseas. To those being
mobilized, it also was a signal that the board was out of touch with “real”
Americans, one more instance of elite control of schools that ignored the
wishes of the “silent majority” of “freedom loving” and patriotic Americans.
At the meeting of the school board, approximately ﬁfty percent of the
speakers from the audience supported the board’s original decision to
require neither the pledge nor the singing of the anthem, a fact that was
deeply buried in the news accounts that consistently highlighted the conservative mobilization against the board. This is in part because the voices of
those who supported the board’s vote were often drowned out by the
members of the audience who opposed it. A cacophony of hisses, boos,
chants, and phrases reminiscent of earlier periods of “red-baiting” greeted
each speaker who spoke in favor of the board’s actions. Meanwhile, those
who spoke out against the board were greeted with applause and loud
cheers. (It almost sounded like an Olympics event in which the chant of
“USA, USA” could be heard.)
Throughout it all, the board members tried to remain civil and not
respond to what were at times quite personal attacks on their patriotism. In
many ways the hours upon hours of the meeting and the intense conﬂicts
that ensued could be interpreted as an example of democracy in action. In
part, such an interpretation is undoubtedly correct. Yet the harshness of the
language, the theater of patriotic symbols, the echoes of war fever, all added
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up to a politics of intimidation as well. Having said this, there was also a
sense of genuine expression of pain and hurt, a recognition that ordinary
Americans had been killed and that schools had to recognize the deaths as
having occurred among people like ourselves.
The populist notes being struck here are crucial because hegemonic alliances can only succeed when they connect with the elements of good sense
of the people.15 Popular worries over one’s children and the schools they
attend, in a time of radical corporate downsizing and capital ﬂight, worries
about social stability and cultural traditions that are constantly being subverted by the commodifying processes and logics of capital, and so much
more—all this allows conservative groups to suture these concerns into their
own anti-public agenda. Thus, rampant and fearful conservatism and
uncritical patriotism are not the only dynamics at work in this situation,
even though the overt issue was about the pledge and the anthem. None of
this could have happened without the growing fear of one’s children’s
future and over the nature of an unstable paid labor market, and especially
without the decades-long ideological project in which the right had
engaged to make so many people believe that “big government” was the
source of the social, cultural, and economic problems we face.16
Yet there were more conjunctural reasons for this response as well. It is
always wise to remember that while the state of Wisconsin was the home of
much of the most progressive legislation and of signiﬁcant parts of the
democratic socialist tradition in the United States, it also was the home of
Senator Joseph McCarthy—yes, the ﬁgure for whom McCarthyism is
named. Thus, behind the populist and social democratic impulses that have
had such a long history here, there lies another kind of populism. This one
is what, following Stuart Hall,17 I have called authoritarian populism, a retrogressive assemblage of values that embodies visions of “the people” that
have been just as apt to be nationalistic, anti-immigrant, anti-cosmopolitan,
anti-communist, pro-military, and very conservative in terms of religious
values.18 In times of crisis these tendencies can come to the fore—and they
did with a vengeance.
Of course we cannot understand any of this unless we understand the
long history of the struggles over the very meaning of freedom and citizenship in the United States.19 For all of the protagonists in the school
board controversy, what was at stake was freedom. For some it was the
danger of international terrorism destroying our free way of life. Nothing
must interfere with the defense of American freedom, and schools were on
the front lines in this defense. For others such freedom was in essence
meaningless if it meant that citizens couldn’t act on their freedoms, especially in times of crisis. Silencing dissent, imposing forms of compulsory
patriotism—these acts were the very antithesis of freedom. A hidden curriculum
of compulsory patriotism would, in essence, do exactly this.
This documents an important point. Concepts such as freedom are sliding
signiﬁers. They have no ﬁxed meaning, but are part of a contested terrain in
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which diﬀerent visions of democracy exist on a social ﬁeld of power in
which there are unequal resources to inﬂuence the publicly accepted deﬁnitions of key words. In the words of one of the wisest historians of such
concepts:20
The very universality of the language of freedom camouﬂages a host of
divergent connotations and applications. It is pointless to attempt to
identify a single “real” meaning against which others are to be judged.
Rather than freedom as a ﬁxed category or predetermined concept …
it [is] an “essentially contested concept,” one that by its very nature is
the subject of disagreement. Use of such a concept automatically
presupposes an ongoing dialogue with other, competing meanings.
The realization of how concepts such as democracy and freedom act as
sliding signiﬁers and can be mobilized by varying groups with varying
agendas returns us to a point I made earlier regarding the ideological project
in which the economic and cultural right have engaged. We need to
understand that widely successful eﬀects of what Roger Dale and I have
called “conservative modernization” have been exactly that—widely successful.21 We are witnessing—living through is a better phrase—a social/
pedagogic project to change our common sense, to radically transform our
assumptions about the role of “liberal elites”; of government and the economy; about what are appropriate values; the role of religion in public aﬀairs,
gender, and sexuality; race; and a host of other crucial areas. Democracy has
been transformed from a political concept to an economic one. Collective
senses of freedom that were once much more widespread (although we
need to be careful of not romanticizing this) have been largely replaced by
individualistic notions of democracy as simply consumer choice. While this
has had major eﬀects on the power of labor unions and on other kinds of
important collective social movements, it also has created other hidden
needs and desires besides those of the rational economic actor who makes
calculated individual decisions in a market.22 I think that these needs and
desires have also played a profound role in the mobilization of the seemingly
rightist sentiment I have been describing.
Underneath the creation of the unattached individualism of the market is
an almost unconscious desire for community. However, community formation can take many forms, both progressive and retrogressive. At the time
of 9/11, both came to the fore. The school board’s decision threatened the
imagined community of the nation, at the same time as the nation actually
seemed to be under physical threat.23 It also provided a stimulus for the
formation of a real community, an organization to win back the space of
schooling for patriotism. The defense of freedom is sutured into the project
of defending the nation, which is sutured into a local project of forming a
(rightist) counter-hegemonic community to contest the antipatriotic and
ideologically motivated decisions by urban liberal elites. Thus, the need to
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“be with others,” itself a hidden eﬀect of the asocial relations of advanced
capitalism, has elements of good and bad sense within it. Under speciﬁc
historical circumstances these elements of good sense can be mobilized in
support of a vision of democracy that is inherently undemocratic in its
actual eﬀects on those people in a community who wish to uphold a vision
of freedom that not only legitimates dissidence but provides space for its
expression.24
In saying this, do not read me as being totally opposed to ideas of nation
or of the building of imagined communities. In my mind, however, social
criticism is the ultimate act of patriotism. As I say in Oﬃcial Knowledge, 25
rigorous criticism of a nation’s policies demonstrates a commitment to the
nation itself. It says that one demands action on the principles that are supposedly part of the founding narratives of a nation and that are employed in
the legitimation of its construction of particular kinds of polities. It signiﬁes
that I/we live here and that this is indeed our country and our ﬂag as well.
No national narrative that excludes the rich history of dissent as a constitutive part of the nation can ever be considered legitimate. Thus, in
claiming that the board had acted in an unpatriotic manner, the ﬂag-waving
crowd and the partly still inchoate movement that stood behind it was, in
my mind, itself engaged in a truly unpatriotic act, one which showed that
the national narrative of freedom and justice was subject to constant
renegotiation and struggle over its very meaning.26 The 9/11 tragedy
provided the conditions for such struggles at a local level, not only in the
classrooms at universities such as my own but in the ordinary ways we
govern our schools.

Compulsory Patriotism and the Hidden Eﬀects of Race
In Madison, even with the forces arrayed against it, the threat to call a
special election to oust the board members who voted against the mandatory pledge and singing stalled. In fact, the recall campaign failed by a wide
margin. The conservative organizers were not able to get anywhere near the
number of votes needed to force a new election. This is a crucial element in
any appraisal of the lasting eﬀects of 9/11. In the face of resurgent uncritical
patriotism and anger, in the face of calls for an enhanced national security
state and for schools to be part of the ﬁrst line of defense, at the local level
in many communities wiser heads, ones with a more substantive vision of
democracy, prevailed. Yet this is not the end of this particular story. The
pressure from the right did have an eﬀect. The board left it up to each
individual school to decide if and how they would enforce the mandated
patriotism. This decision defused the controversy in a way that has a long
history in the United States. Local decisions will prevail, but there is no
guarantee that the decisions at each local school will uphold a vision of
thick democracy that welcomes dissent as itself a form of patriotic
commitment.
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Still, the issues surrounding thick democracy at a local level do not end
with the question of whether dissent is welcome or not. To document why
we must go further, I need to point to other crucial dynamics that were at
work and that were the unforeseen results of this controversy. When the
recall campaign failed, conservatives rededicated themselves to winning the
next school board election. Two of the seats of people who had been
among the majority of members who had originally made the controversial
decision were to be contested. Here too, the conservatives failed and both
seats were taken by progressives. This again seems as if our story had a
relatively happy ending. Yet simply leaving the story there would miss one
of the most important hidden eﬀects of the September 11/pledge connection. Instead, what I shall now describe shows something very diﬀerent—
that often the eﬀects of seeming victories against rightist mobilization must
themselves be understood as complicated and as occurring along multiple
dynamics of power.
Because of the tensions, controversies, and personal attacks that developed
out of the board’s deliberations, one of the members who had voted for the
board’s minimalist response resigned right before the closing date for registering as a candidate for the next election. That member, an African American who had been on the board for a number of years, was worn out by the
controversy. In essence, while it is trite to say so, it became the straw that
broke the camel’s back. It had taken so much energy and time to ﬁght the
battles over funding cuts, over the development of programs that were aimed
speciﬁcally at Madison’s growing population of children of color, over all
those things that make being one of the few minority members of a school
board so fulﬁlling and frustrating, that the emotional labor and time commitments involved in the compulsory patriotism conﬂict and in its aftermath
created an almost unbearable situation for him. Even though a progressive
write-in candidate did win the seat that had been vacated, a cogent voice,
one representing communities of color in the community, had been lost.
This points to a crucial set of unintended results. The legislation smuggled
into the budget bill had echoes of dynamics that were very diﬀerent from
those overtly involved in the conﬂict over the pledge, but these echoes still
were profound in their eﬀects. In the context of 9/11, this seemingly
inconsequential piece of legislation not only created the seeds of very real
conﬂicts and conservative mobilizations, but through a long chain of events,
it also led to the loss of a hard-won gain. An articulate African American
elected board member who had fought for social justice in the district could
take it no more. In the conjunctural and unpredictable events both of and
after the horror of 9/11, a bit of mischief in which Republican legislators
sought to protect their right ﬂank, rebounds back on the realities of diﬀerential power at the local level. Obviously race was not necessarily as much
on the minds of the legislators who placed that piece of legislation into the
budget bill as it had been on the minds of some of the more overtly racist
educators and legislators in the earlier periods of U.S. history discussed
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earlier in this book.27 However, the eﬀects to which it led ultimately were,
profoundly, raced at the level of local governance.
I want to stress the importance of these eﬀects. In any real situation there
are multiple relations of power and an entire and sometimes contradictory
assemblage of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic relations. Because of this,
any serious understanding of the actual results of September 11 on education needs to widen its gaze beyond what we usually look for. As I have
shown, in the aftermath of 9/11 the politicization of local school governance occurred in ways that were quite powerful. Yet without an understanding of other kinds of politics, in this case race, we would miss one of
the most important results of the struggle over the meaning of freedom in
this site. September 11 has had even broader eﬀects than we recognize.

Conclusion
In the account I have given in the second half of this chapter, it is unclear
who really won or lost here. But one thing is clear: no analysis of the eﬀects
of 9/11 on schools can go on without an understanding of the ways in which
the global is dynamically linked to the local. Such an analysis must more fully
understand the larger ideological work and history of the neo-liberal and
neo-conservative project and its eﬀects on the discourses that circulate and
become common sense in our society. No analysis can aﬀord to ignore the
contradictory needs and contradictions that this project has created. And
given the power of race in this society, any serious understanding must constantly examine the ways in which racial dynamics get played out on ﬁelds of
power that don’t seem to be overtly about race on ﬁrst glance.
Oh, and one last thing—a complete analysis would require that we look
at the eﬀects of the commodiﬁed products of popular cultural forms of
entertainment that each of us use to see the momentous events taking place
all around us. Critical cultural analysts have taught us many things. Yes, we
participate in guilty pleasures. (How else to explain my framing of the disastrous events of 9/11 in terms of Hollywood images?) And, yes, we can
read any cultural form and content in dominant, negotiated, and oppositional ways. But it might be wise to remember that—at least in the case of
the ways in which Michael W. Apple experienced the horrors of the planes
and buildings and bodies on 9/11—all three went on at the same time.
Thus, I want to argue that educators—whether teaching a university class
or participating in local school board decision making—must ﬁrst recognize
our own contradictory responses to the events of September 11 and to its
ongoing aftermath. We must also understand that these responses, although
partly understandable in the context of tragic events, may create dynamics
that have long-lasting consequences. And many of these consequences may
themselves undercut the very democracy we believe that we are upholding
and defending. This more complicated political understanding may well be
a ﬁrst step in ﬁnding appropriate and socially critical pedagogic strategies to
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work within our classes and communities to interrupt the larger hegemonic
projects—including the redeﬁnition of democracy as “patriotic fervor”—
that we will continue to face in the future. What the present and future
may hold in store—both negatively and positively—are discussed in greater
detail in the interview that forms the core of the next chapter in this new
edition of Ideology and Curriculum.
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10 On Analyzing New Hegemonic
Relations
An Interview

Introduction
The text of this chapter is an interview with me conducted by Michael F.
Shaughnessy, Kathy Peca, and Janna Siegel. Originally published in 2001, I
have edited and updated the interview. As I mention in the Preface to the
3rd edition of Ideology and Curriculum, I believe that there are a number of
very real beneﬁts to the interview format. First, it creates the conditions in
which an author has to be more clear than is usual in what are often complicated arguments and densely written prose. Such complex arguments may
be necessary, and at times our language must reﬂect the complexities that we
are trying to unpack. However, it is good for both reader—and author as
well—to ﬁnd ways of making one’s arguments in a more approachable style.
Second, interviews are humanizing. By the very fact that they are more
conversational, both reader and author participate in the form in very different ways than the more passive act of reading an academic text. Of
course, no reading is actually passive. Readers read actively—they can read
in dominant, negotiated, and oppositional ways, accepting all that an author
has to say; partly mediating, reinterpreting, and/or taking on board parts of
an author’s arguments; or reading against the text, rejecting many of the
claims and having an internal argument with the author. But, this said,
conversations can often be productive forms of communication, ones that
enhance connections among people.
The interview deals with a number of crucial issues we are facing today—the
neo-liberal and neo-conservative restructuring of education, the struggle over
textbooks and oﬃcial knowledge, multicultural and antiracist education,
national curricula, national testing, vouchers and marketization, the move
toward national certiﬁcation of teachers, and ultimately, the limits and possibilities of building of a more inclusive socially critical and progressive community
to counter the Right and create an education worthy of its name.
The interview serves as a summary of much of the work in which I have
engaged over the past ten years. Because of this, it is actually an introduction to the more nuanced forms of analysis that I and many others have
developed since Ideology and Curriculum ﬁrst appeared. Ideology and
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Curriculum was a beginning. As long as the struggle for a socially just and
critically democratic education continues, there will be no end in sight. But
that’s the point isn’t it? Education is an inherently political and ethical—and
fully human—act. There is no way of eliding our responsibilities here.
These issues will not go away and new generations will need to continue
our understanding of and action on relations of dominance and inequality.

Interview
What do you see as the main issues in terms of educational policy?
There are a number of issues that I think are crucial. In my mind, the most
important is what I have called in my most recent books (such as Cultural
Politics and Education, Oﬃcial Knowledge, Educating the “Right” Way, and The
State and the Politics of Knowledge) the conservative restoration or “conservative modernization.” That is, the movement more and more to redeﬁne what education is for and how we are to proceed in education both as
a practice and as a set of policies. There is a new alliance that is exerting
leadership in educational policy and educational reform. In many nations
there has been a shift from a limited social democratic accord or alliance to a
coalition centered around three or four groups that are pushing education
and social policy in general in conservative directions. This new alliance or
“new hegemonic bloc” is a relatively broad umbrella; it is also tense and
ﬁlled with contradictory tendencies. But taken together it has been very
eﬀective. Let me just mention something about each of the groups who are
under the umbrella.
The ﬁrst group is what we can call neo-liberals. These are economic
modernizers who want educational policy to be centered around the
economy, around performance objectives based on a closer connection
between schooling and paid work. I want to stress the word “paid” here,
because these people have a very patriarchal vision of the labor force. They
tend not to think about who does the unpaid labor in this society—largely
women. The economic modernizers are in leadership, by and large, in this
new bloc. They see schools as connected to a marketplace, especially the
global capitalist market, and the labor needs and processes of such a market.
They also often see schools themselves as in need of being transformed and
made more competitive by placing them into marketplaces through voucher plans, tax credits, and other similar marketizing strategies. The evidence
against these positions is now nearly overwhelming. More inequalities, not
fewer, are produced.
Because neo-liberals are in leadership in this alliance, using the umbrella
metaphor, we might say that they are holding the handle of the umbrella.
Their leadership has been successful in many ways. It is interesting, for
example, that some members of dispossessed groups are being brought
under the umbrella of rightist marketization, something I’ve written about
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recently with Tom Pedroni. While I am strongly sympathetic to oppressed
groups’ struggles, I do not believe that in the long run marketization,
vouchers, and similar policies will lead to lasting social and educational
transformation and reduce the racializing results that characterize schooling.
As I mentioned, neo-liberals are not alone. A second group are what
might be called neo-conservatives. In most cases it is important to make
a distinction between the neo-liberal economic modernizers and neoconservatives, although in some nations they do overlap. Neo-conservatives
often agree with the neo-liberal emphasis on the economy, but their main
agenda is cultural restoration. Examples in the United States are people such
E. D. Hirsch, former secretary of education William Bennett, and the late
Alan Bloom. Diane Ravitch also has many of the same assumptions as people
within this group (although she has recently become much more critical of
them). These are people who want a return to a totally romanticized version
of schooling in which we have a standard curriculum based on that eloquent
ﬁction, the Western tradition. They wish a return to teacher-dominated,
high-status knowledge, largely based on the traditions that have historically
been seen as the most legitimate knowledge at elite universities. I mentioned
that this is a romantic tradition since, by and large, there was never a time (at
least certainly in the schools in the United States) where everyone learned the
same curriculum, where all people spoke the same language, and where
everyone agreed either on the Western tradition as the dominant model or
on what should be included and excluded in that tradition. Thus, its position
is based on a thoroughly romanticized version of the past, and either a
romanticized vision of past students and teachers or a vision of them that
assumes that without external control they will destroy “real” culture.
Because of this, neo-conservatives are deeply committed to establishing
tighter mechanisms of control over knowledge, morals, and values through
national or state curricula and national or state-mandated (and very reductive) testing. This is based on a very strong mistrust of teachers and local
school administrators. They believe that only through establishing strong
central control will the content and values of “legitimate knowledge” take
its rightful place in the curriculum. Along with this is also a commitment to
a supposedly more rigorous curriculum, one based on what they believe are
higher standards. Thus, schooling itself must be more competitive, with
students being re-stratiﬁed based on what are seen as neutral knowledge and
neutral achievement tests. In essence, this has proven to be a return to Social
Darwinist principles in education. It has also created a situation in which the
“tail of the test wags the dog of the teacher.”
There is a third group that is increasingly powerful in the United States
(although they have clear counterparts in other nations). Following Stuart
Hall, we can name them authoritarian populists. These are often (at least in
the United States) Christian fundamentalists and evangelicals who want a
return to what they believe is the biblical tradition as the basis of knowledge,
sacred texts, and sacred authority. This part of the alliance is often very
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mistrustful of multiculturalism in the curriculum, although they have tried
to take on the mantle of, say, Dr. Martin Luther King’s authority by
claiming that they are the new oppressed. This is deeply disingenuous since
their situation and that of people of color who have been subjected to
murderous discriminatory policies and practices have no parallels. By and
large, they too want a return to a pedagogy that is based on traditional
relations of authority in which the teacher and adults are always in control.
But they get their warrant from inerrant readings of the Bible.
Authoritarian populist religious conservatives are extremely worried about
the relationship between schools and the body and about sexuality. They
are worried about the relationship between schooling and what they perceive as the traditional family. For them, the traditional family is God-given,
as are relations of gender and age. God has put men in dominant positions
of authority and has decreed that religious authority must supersede public
policy. In the United States this has led to what have been called “stealth
campaigns” in which socially and religiously conservative people hide their
religious beliefs and run for election to local school boards or state school
boards on a platform of ﬁscal responsibility. Once in power they attempt to
purge the curriculum of any elements of socially liberal positions and of any
elements that are not biblically based. Their mobilizations have been eﬀective—
so eﬀective in fact that many state curricula and textbooks have become even
more conservative than before and many teachers have become self-censors to
avoid conﬂict over the curriculum.
Authoritarian populist religious conservatives are also in the forefront of
the fastest growing educational “reform” in the United States—home
schooling. Thus, we need to focus on their eﬀects not only inside schools
but the eﬀects of their removal of children from the supposed evils of
secular formal education.
The fourth group that has been inﬂuential in setting the agenda in educational policy does not necessarily agree with all of the positions advanced
by the previous three elements of the new hegemonic bloc. It does not see
itself as having an ideological agenda. This group is made up of members of
the professional and managerial new middle class. If I may be permitted to
speak perhaps too broadly, these people are, in essence, experts for hire.
They are often employed by the state because of their technical expertise
in evaluation and testing, eﬃciency, management, cost-beneﬁt analysis, and
similar technical and procedural skills. These skills and knowledge are their
cultural capital and have enabled them to carve out spheres of authority
within the state. Their agenda is one of managerialism, and it is often their
needs that are represented in the state’s imposition of policies of “steering at
a distance” through national and state testing and tighter control, through
the use of industrial models, having more reductive curricula and pedagogy
in schools, and so forth. Their cultural capital is what I called “technical
administrative knowledge” in Education and Power. It enables the most
powerful groups within the conservative modernization, neo-liberals and
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neo-conservatives, to tighten up the ship and to make us more accountable.
In many ways these are the children and grandchildren of the eﬃciency
experts and systems managers I analyze in Ideology and Curriculum.
Each of these groups has an agenda, but leadership over the main issues is
exercised by the neo-liberals or economic modernizers. They, of course,
have to compromise with the other groups so that the alliance includes
issues of importance to neo-conservatives, authoritarian populists, and the
upwardly mobile professional and managerial new middle class. But, in
general, the agenda is set by those who want closer connections between
schools and the (globalizing) economy. It is exactly this complex but still
exceptionally conservative agenda that is present in Mr. Bush’s call to “leave
no child behind” (it’s really simply “leave no child untested”) and in the
administration’s policy on dismissing any research that doesn’t imitate a
medical or quasi-scientiﬁc model.
This taxonomy of the alliance surrounding conservative modernization is
a partial view, however. There’s another side about which I’ll be somewhat
briefer. This involves those issues surrounding a vision and a practice of
democracy and social justice that is thicker than the thin vision of democracy
as consumption practices advanced by neo-liberals.
These issues involve the power of (collective) local decision making, of a
curriculum that comes from below rather than from above and that
responds more and more to the needs, histories, and cultures of oppressed
people, of people of color, and of poor people, and a more socially
responsive pedagogy. In the United States, while this is less well known
than, say, voucher plans and plans for “high-stakes” testing, these issues are
actually becoming increasingly powerful. Thus, one of my recent books
done with Jim Beane, Democratic Schools, portrays in detail a number of
schools that are organized around this more democratic agenda. It tells their
stories, as a way of interrupting the Right and showing in practice that it is
possible to engage in socially and educationally critical activities that solve
real problems in real schools in real communities. One of the reasons that
conservative policies dominate is because teachers and others are not given
realistic alternatives that actually work. Democratic Schools is a conscious
attempt by a group of socially and educationally critical educators to answer
the question “What do I do on Monday morning?” in socially just ways.
Answers to “What do I do on Monday?” are powerfully answered in practice by what is happening in Porto Alegre, Brazil, as well, something that
Luis Armando Gandin and I describe in detail in The State and the Politics
of Knowledge.
When one adds in the very important work—educational and political—
being done by the increasingly visible publications of Rethinking Schools in
which social criticism is combined with serious, disciplined, and caring
counter-hegemonic curricula and teaching, this does give us reason to
believe that the agenda of conservative modernization can be and is being
countered in important ways.
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Thus, there are at least two sets of agendas, one based on the internal
compromises within the forces of conservative modernization largely guided
by neo-liberal assumptions, and one organized around the compromises
within multiple progressive communities of educators, activists, and others.
These continue to lock horns, so to speak. To be honest, right now I am
not totally optimistic that the more democratic agenda will get the public
notice it deserves and will become as visible as the more conservative
agenda. However, the fact that Democratic Schools has sold hundreds of
thousands copies (as have the publications of Rethinking Schools) and has
been translated into many languages does give some reason for optimism.
Could you comment on the trend toward multicultural education?
This is complicated because I do not want to say disparaging things about
people who are working so hard, especially since many of them are my
friends and allies. First, we have to again understand that the way hegemonic alliances are formed and maintained by powerful groups, and the
ways agendas are set and maintained, is through compromise. Further, if we
want to understand why things change in American schools, by and large, it
is not because of intended or internal reforms. Rather, it has been and is
pressure from large-scale social movements that generate the conditions in
which schools are transformed. One of the major transformative movements
in the last century in the United States is the African American movement
toward liberation. It pressed schools to change their pedagogy, their curriculum, and their organization. Parts of that movement often had quite a
radical agenda.
Now, in order for dominant groups to maintain leadership, they must
incorporate some limited segments of that agenda into their own position.
And what dominant groups did do, quite remarkably, and very successfully
in some ways, was to take both (how can I put this?) the most moderate
and safest forms—and often the most conservative forms—of multiculturalism and put them into schools and curriculum. Therefore, we now
have in textbooks, for instance, what has been called mentioning, where you
have page after page that mention the contributions of African Americans,
that mention the contributions of Latinos and Latinas, of Asians, or of
women. These are most often put as special sections in the textbooks and,
hence, have the status of add-ons about the culture and history of “the
Other.” Thus, their status as other than “real Americans” is guaranteed. In
the process, students never see the world through the eyes of oppressed
people. They don’t see the world through the eyes of the identiﬁable
people who are on the bottom, so to speak, socially.
So, on the one hand, multiculturalism was a gain because large social
movements forced dominant groups to respond. We must always remember
that. Multiculturalism was not a gift. It took decades of struggle over a
white-dominated power structure. And yet, at the same time, a good deal
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of multiculturalism as it has been instituted in schools is of the “safest”
kind—one that does not interrupt the power of whiteness as “the human
ordinary.” This is one of the ways in which existing power relations
recuperate oppositional movements back within dominance.
Some of these points are being constantly raised by groups of people
(African American activists, Native Americans, those of Asian descent, gays
and lesbians, members of the disability rights community, and many other
groups) who feel that their cultures and histories are not being represented
in the curriculum, Because of this, I think that multiculturalism is quite
contradictory. I want to applaud it for its gains. Yet I am worried that with
the conservative restoration, many of the more socially progressive gains are
being washed away as we move more and more toward a curriculum that is
“safer” and has very few elements of social activism in it. I would prefer that
we have not just multicultural education, but speciﬁcally antiracist education. This is an education that realizes that this nation was built around
racial exploitation and that it has a racial power structure. Thus, the stories
of oppressed people of color then and now would not be simply an add-on.
They would constitute an integral part of the way this nation was formed.
This would require a recognition that the story of the United States (and I
think many other nations) is also the story of racial oppression. Without that
part of the story, there is no story. It would also require that we see the
world through the eyes of people of color, not just mention their contributions as add-ons. Of course, we have models of thinking productively
about these issues and of doing policy and practice concerning them well, in
the work of Gloria Ladson-Billings, Cameron McCarthy, David Gillborn,
Michelle Foster, Rudolfo Torres, Heidi Saﬁa Mirza, and others.
What is your opinion of other sociologists of education, for example, Basil
Bernstein and Pierre Bourdieu?
I ﬁnd the work of both of them to be extremely important. As you
may know, I have criticized both of them in print, since I believe that the
way to show how much you respect someone’s work is to take it seriously
enough to subject it to critical analysis. (This is why I actually welcome
criticism. All of us have much to learn from each other.) But I will be the
ﬁrst to admit that I stand on their shoulders. Their recent deaths have
deprived us of truly creative and powerful minds. Basil Bernstein happened
to be a friend of mine and he’s someone who taught me a great deal. While
I knew Pierre Bourdieu, I knew him less well.
I want to separate them, but only after I say something about the commonalities they have. Both of them have very unromantic appraisals of the
nature of power relations. Neither of them have been so totally taken in by
some of the more aggressive forms of postmodernism, which have forgotten
that this is capitalism and that this fact makes a major diﬀerence. Nor have
they forgotten that there are structures that do exist. For both Bernstein and
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Bourdieu, the world is not simply a text; these structures are not simply
discursive constructions. Further, both of them have a fairly unromantic
appraisal of class relations. In my mind this is crucial, especially in a time
when we are moving in the United States and in many other nations away
from an analysis of class and away from structural analyses. I do not want to
defend reductive structural analysis, but in this period of time when all too
many people seem to have lost the collective memory of the gains made by
the traditions of structural analysis, there are important positive moments in
keeping alive this set of traditions.
Of course class is very complicated both empirically and conceptually, to
say nothing of historically. It does not exist alone. People are classed and
sexed/gendered and raced and regioned all at the same time. Thus, you
can’t just talk about class as if it sat isolated from other crucial dynamics
of power. Neither can you assume that everything is explained by an
economy. That would be horribly reductive and essentializing.
On the other hand, to assume that class relations have somehow gone
away, or that it makes no diﬀerence that there is an economy like the one
we have is utterly romantic. (Of course, what Bernstein and Bourdieu mean
by class is not necessarily what, say, the neo-Marxists mean by class and its
dynamics.) Saying this, however, it is clear that both of them share a particular agenda that wants to ask: “What is the relationship between culture,
power, and economy in education and the larger society?” I ﬁnd this a
profoundly important question. And again, each of them has taught me a
good deal about how one might ask and answer this kind of question with
recognition of its complexity.
Now, let me say a few words on their diﬀerences. Bernstein, I think, is
much more related to the realities of schools, curricula, and teaching. For
that reason I think he has probably been inﬂuential on the way I look at
speciﬁc curricular and pedagogical relations. While his general agenda is
similar to Bourdieu’s, it is more deeply connected to the kinds of things
those of us in education are about.
Bourdieu, I think, has a somewhat broader project, yet his work on various
forms of capital—cultural capital, social capital, symbolic capital, economic
capital, and so on—and the conversion strategies that cohere with them, is
exceptional and has been a clear inﬂuence on a generation of critical research
and certainly on me as well. I include myself in that group of researchers since
his work provides a way of thinking about the role of education in the reproduction and transformation (Bourdieu is less good on this latter dynamic, at
times) of various forms of capital and how education and these conversion
strategies are situated within social ﬁelds of power. Even with my criticisms of
parts of Bourdieu, I ﬁnd this approach very productive. This is particularly
evident in my analysis of the power of the managerial and professional new
middle class in Educating the “Right” Way. Indeed, I do not think that you can
understand why education is being reconstructed in such damaging ways right
now unless you employ Bourdieu’s (and Bernstein’s) work.
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Let me brieﬂy mention some of my criticisms of them. Again, they’re
both quite brilliant. However, as I’ve said in print, I think that Bernstein is
rather too structuralist at times. In his work you don’t see real people act,
nor do you see real social movements in formation and action, nor ﬁnally
do you see the processes and results of social transformation. I think that
these are crucial for our understanding of education. We need to focus on
transformations and social movements—not only on structural forms and
positions in society but on the transformative eﬀects of the social movements. Thus, I would go considerably further than he does, as I did in my
own analysis of rightist social movements and their history and eﬀects in
Oﬃcial Knowledge, Cultural Politics and Education, and Educating the “Right”
Way. However, the analysis of social movements and their eﬀects in the
successful struggles against colonial forms of domination that Ting-Hong
Wong and I do in The State and the Politics of Knowledge is deeply indebted to
Bernstein; so clearly his work can still be of considerable import even when
I want to go further than he did.
Like Bernstein, Bourdieu is complex and at times rather unclear. However, again, we need to be patient as we read him. One of the points I have
made over the years is that the reader is not the only one who should be
doing all of the work. I think that it is very important that we struggle (and
at times it is a struggle) to be as clear as our subject matter allows. Let me
give a personal example. In both the original 1993 edition of Oﬃcial
Knowledge and the second edition published in 2000, I did not send the
volume to the publisher until I was satisﬁed that I had written it in as clear a
manner as was possible. In the case of the 1993 version, this involved
holding it back from publication for an extra year. This was not simply a
concern with style. It was about the politics of representation. Given the
fact that the Right is so powerful today, it is important that progressive texts
not require that you read seven other books in order to understand them.
Theory is absolutely crucial, but I am worried about over-theorization. At
times, Bourdieu suﬀers from this, although as I mentioned there are times
when one’s subject requires a high degree of abstraction. It is exactly here
where the struggle to be as clear as possible is even more important. However, again I don’t want to be misunderstood. Theory counts and it counts in
truly signiﬁcant ways. After all, how could I have written books such as
Ideology and Curriculum if I believed that new and sometimes diﬃcult theory
wasn’t absolutely essential to see and understand the world in radically different ways? This realization doesn’t eliminate the need to struggle with
one’s text to make it clearer, however, and I hope that I have gotten better
at this over the years.
I have other worries about parts of Bourdieu’s corpus as well: about his
assumption that French culture is the culture of the world; about his multiplication of forms of capital that at times seem endless; about how far we
can take market analogies as analytic tools; about his tendency on occasion
to overgeneralize; and about whether one can do such work without being
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more deeply involved in concrete political/cultural movements. (This last
criticism seems less powerful to me given the translation into English of his
more political writings recently.) But on the whole, I really do want to
applaud the work of both Bourdieu and Bernstein.
Why has critical theory been more readily accepted in other nations than in
the United States?
In order to respond to this, I have to ask a prior question: “What do we
mean by critical theory?” Critical theory has a very long history as a very speciﬁc kind of analytic and political approach largely in Germany and France,
especially in Germany during and after Weimar and then either purged or
forced to ﬂee under the Nazi regime. Of course, names such as Benjamin,
Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse, and others are associated with this tradition.
This form of critical theory was an attempt to think through the relationship between culture, forms of domination, and society. It began as a
cultural/political analysis of capitalist mass culture and then stretched
beyond capitalism and its social forms—thus its analysis, for instance, of
technical knowledge and cognitive interests as forms of domination such as
that done by Habermas.
This has a very speciﬁc history. I assume by the question that when we say
“critical theory” we actually mean what I prefer to call “critical educational
studies,” which is a much broader category. It includes Marxist and neoMarxist work and also includes work that is more related to the Frankfurt
school I spoke about just a minute ago. But it also includes work in critical
cultural studies, in poststructural feminist analysis, in queer theory, in critical
race theory, and other critical approaches. Because of this, I’m going to deﬁne
it as that broader set of approaches. The answer to the question of why it has
been found less in the United States than perhaps elsewhere is very complicated and is related to the historically important question of “Why are there
not large-scale socialist movements in the United States?” Much as well
depends on the speciﬁcally atheoretical, positivist, and pragmatic leanings
historically in the academy here. Some of it is the result of the fact that there
were indigenous traditions within the United States that raised similar questions, but have not been recognized as part of critical theory. And part of it
has to do with the ways in which the left has been marginalized and at times
ﬁred from universities during periods of crisis.
Has critical theory been so conceptually tied to socialism as to preclude general
acceptance?
Let me merge these last two questions together. First of all, as I just said, I
think that it is the case that it has been less readily accepted in the United
States than elsewhere, in part because the socialist tradition in the United
States has been truncated. We are the only nation of its type in the world that
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has never even had a large and serious labor party. Further, one of the things
we forget is that the boats that were ﬁlled with immigrants coming over were
often nearly just as ﬁlled with immigrants going back. Some people who did
not make it here— at times even very political people—often went back.
Added to this is the fact that with the vast openness of the West—after
the murder and forced enclosure of Native Americans—people who were
not making it in industrial America in the mills or in urban areas among
immigrants and workers (which were often hotbeds of activism of the type
we normally associate with socialism and Marxism) could leave. So we had
a safety valve in the United States that was often not available in Europe
and other nations. Further, the tradition here has been to critically use liberalism with its focus on individual rights, what I call person rights, in opposition to property rights. This has meant that liberalism has had a more
important history here than socialism.
We need to remember that the genesis of a social and political discourse
does not always preordain how it will be used socially and politically. Thus,
I want to point out that liberalism has been used for quite radical purposes
in the United States. It’s not simply that it’s been a tool of domination.
(This is of course a change from the position I took in some of my earlier
work.) Even with its vision of individualism, rather than seeing oneself as a
member of a collective, liberalism was radicalized by men and women and
used for their own purposes. In order to get person rights for you and your
family, you had to join unions and you had to struggle. For women, being
treated as fully functioning citizens was crucial both in the paid workplace
and in the home, as well as in the state. Therefore, liberalism was reappropriated by women as a tool in their struggles over bodily control and over
economic and political rights. Liberalism did and does have its contradictions, but it became a more ﬂexible political tool than we might expect.
Thus, for a variety of reasons—the geographical openness, the existence of
less sympathy to more collective kinds of organizations (all too often being
based on a racist nativism in which socialism was seen as an alien ideology,
although socialism could also be quite racist as well as a number of historians
have documented), people going back as well as staying here, and very, very
importantly the repressive nature of what industrialists and the government
engaged in here—all of these things and more had eﬀects.
Take education for instance. In many communities, if you were a socialist
teacher, as an example, you were ﬁred. If you were a teacher of elementary
or secondary schools and you wrote a letter to the newspaper avowing
socialist ideals, you could lose your job. There were very few universities in
the United States, as another example, or school systems that did not have a
history of similar tragedies or of other ways of purging people on the left.
Perhaps comparing this very complicated history in the United States to
other nations with their own historical complexities would be helpful. Take
Australia and England. Each has a much more overt history of nationally
powerful labor union struggles. What this has meant was brought home to

On Analyzing New Hegemonic Relations

201

me during a period when I worked with teacher unions and with socially
critical educators in Australia. I am a former president of a teacher union in
New Jersey and that union prided itself on its history of taking serious
actions. Yet when I went to Australia for the ﬁrst time, the unions there did
things that seemed unthinkable in the United States. The kindergarten teachers union there went on strike and shut down the schools because the
sum of $300 was cut from the teachers’ budget, which had been used to
buy reading materials for their classrooms. Such action is part of long tradition there. It would almost never happen in the United States, in part
because for decades strikes by public employees like teachers were (and in
some areas still are) illegal. The leaders of teacher unions in the United
States that went on strike were jailed. Hence, there is a very diﬀerent history, one that acts as both cause and eﬀect of the fact that, say, England and
Australia or other nations have a stronger tradition of Marxist and neoMarxist analysis—although that too is changing given the attacks on unions
and progressives in general in these nations as well.
Let me add a few other things. Not only does the United States have a
longer history of radical populism, one with less of a theoretical background, that comes from the history of farm/labor movement; but Marx
was not available in the United States. There were no United States’ editions of his work. In essence, you could not buy him or read him, except
with great diﬃculty. Now, parts of some Marxist traditions were sometimes
reductive or even wrong, but without the easy availability of a good deal of
the material it is diﬃcult to develop a rich and nuanced critical position
based on these traditions.
Much more needs to be said here, but let me conclude with a reminder
that class has always been raced and gendered. The divisions of race and
gender have always been used by dominant groups in the United States—
and elsewhere—to prevent “decentered unities” from developing that
might challenge hegemonic powers. This has also worked to interrupt alliances within progressive communities as well. Thus, as I noted earlier,
people can be progressive about one dynamic of power and retrogressive
about others. Our job is not to privilege one form of oppression over any
others, but to build what used to be called a “popular front” against the
multiple oppressive realities that so many of our fellow people experience
daily and to build a politics of both redistribution and recognition (to use
Nancy Fraser’s insightful concepts) in ways in which each contributes to,
not contradicts, each other.
Is American culture resistant to seeking the underlying political meanings of
education and curriculum?
Each of these questions is quite complicated. I’m aware that I do not have a
whole book to answer them so sometimes I must simply give an outline of
an answer.
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There is a history in the United States that makes “American” culture
resistant to seeking political meanings. (I’ve put the word “American” in
quotation marks because it’s important that people in the United States
realize that all of the people in North, Central, and South America have just
as much claim to being “American” as we do. The arrogance of claiming to
be the real Americans speaks to imperial tendencies. I’ll continue to use the
word, but whenever you see it please mentally put it in quotes.) Let
me explain this strand of resistance. I hinted earlier that there is a history in
the United States that has positive and negative moments surrounding what
might be called anti-theory and anti-intellectualism. Now in some ways,
that is a very progressive moment. Historically, the tradition of aristocratic
culture is underdeveloped in the United States. Thus, one of the positive
moments of American culture is its populist form. In general, there is a real
dislike of elitism. This means that theoretically complex apparatuses like the
kinds of ways of looking at the politics of education and the curriculum that
requires a great deal of discipline and study actually are seen as simply “mere
theory.” These traditions are tarred with the theory brush. This is connected
to an anti-theory tradition, which again as I’ve mentioned, is partly contradictory. It has some quite positive moments because of the American
experience with pragmatism. It rests on a demand that says “I want these
things to be able to be used in my daily life.” In many ways, I respond very
positively to that.
However, there’s a negative moment to that as well. It does require even
harder work to examine things politically here because the kinds of political
and theoretical resources that are available “naturally” in the universities or
in the press and the media in, for example, Europe and Latin America, have
much less of a lengthy history here, because, again, they were either actively
purged or were harder to ﬁnd. Think of social reality as something of a
Sony Walkman in which there are one hundred stations. Ninety-nine are
playing the messages that support or do not question dominant interpretations of the world. It takes hard and conscious eﬀort to ﬁnd the one station
that challenges these commonsense understandings.
There’s one last thing I want to say about this question. I actually don’t
think that it is the case that American culture is necessarily resistant to
understanding political meanings. It may be that what we count as politics is
somewhat diﬀerent or even perhaps wider. An example would be something like this. Many people in the United States historically have argued,
often quite powerfully, against the ways schools operate and the curriculum
and pedagogy that dominate them. These critiques have been couched largely in the language of individualism. That is just as political and does have
its own tradition here in schools. But the dominance of individualism as a
discourse and as a set of structural conditions in the United States has made
it hard for these criticisms to be turned into politically collective questions.
However, you can’t understand, for instance, the history of women or the
history of people of color, or the history of working-class and ethnic
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struggle in the United States without saying that for the vast majority of
people of color and for many women and working-class people and gays
and lesbians and indigenous people in the United States, the meanings of
education and the curriculum have constantly been criticized. It is often
the dominant culture that does not recognize the political nature of the
curriculum in American education.
What current political and sociological issues are now aﬀecting education?
I’ve partly answered that in my ﬁrst response, but let me go further here. As
I noted, right now there are major transformations going on. As an example, we are changing education into a commodity to be purchased. The
very meaning of democracy now is consumption practices. What was once
a political concept and practice, one based on collective dialogue and
negotiation, is now a wholly economic concept. Under the inﬂuence of neoliberalism now, the very meaning of citizenship is being radically transformed. The citizen is now simply the consumer in all too many countries.
The world is seen as a vast supermarket. Schools, and even our students as
in the case of Channel One in the United States where children are sold as
a captive audience for commercial advertisers who market their products in
schools, become commodities that are bought and sold in the same way
everything else is bought and sold.
That is a major transformation in the way we think of ourselves. Thinking about citizenship as a political concept meant that to be a citizen was to
participate in building and restructuring your institutions. To be a consumer
is to be a possessive individual who is known by her or his products. You
are deﬁned by what you buy, not by what you do. Thus, the general
sociological and economic movement that redeﬁnes democracy and citizenship into being a set of consumptive practices, and in which the world is
seen as a vast supermarket, is having a major eﬀect on education. This is one
of the major eﬀects of things such as voucher plans and it is a disaster in
terms of the restructuring of our common sense. If I’m correct that it’s social
movements that transform education, then thinking of oneself as simply an
individual consumer in a market— where social justice in essence will take
care of itself through our purchasing activities—is the ultimate demobilizing
ideology. It’s the best thing that neo-liberals could wish for.
There is another movement, or rather movements, that I think are having
a major eﬀect as well. These movements are what some postmodern and
post-structural theories are trying to represent. These movements are aimed
more and more toward what we might call de-centered unities, that is
political movements that are no longer centered only around class, labor
unions, and our traditional assumptions about who the real historical actors
are. Yet, these do not assume that a simple additive model is suﬃcient.
Thus, they do not assume that adding race and then simply adding sex or
gender or disability is enough. We are no longer centered around only race
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lines; we are no longer centered around only class lines; we are not only
centered around lines of sex/gender.
This partly responds to the partial fragmentation of social movements.
There are black lesbian social movements; there are gay Hispanic and Latino
social movements; there are movements based upon environmental
destruction that combine race and class in complex ways. Therefore, there
are large-scale collective movements, ones that most of us would associate
with needed progressive transformations in society and education, but
which our accepted theories may not recognize as major actors. This sense
of fragmentation of the emancipatory project is unsettling for many critical
educators. What were once certain as the deﬁning issues (class, the economy, the state) have been added to. Issues of sexuality and the body, disability, postcolonialism, and many more have been not simply added but
have been taken up, sometimes as substitutes for struggles that many people
have given their entire lives to. This situation has created a real crisis because
the rightist movements are relatively coherent and the politics of the left
are now extremely fragmented.
In a number of recent books I’ve argued that I am not in a church so I
am not worried about heresy. But I do have some reservations about some
aspects of both postmodern politics and postmodern theories, especially
when they lead us as I said earlier to ignore class and political economy and
treat the world as a text. These forms of romantic possibilitarianism are
worrisome to me. My own position is that I would hope for what I call a
de-centered unity—groups and movements that work together on a
number of broad fronts. This has some similarity to past popular front politics that enabled people to join together rather than ﬁghting against each
other. But I would broaden the range of politics and issues that are seen as
important. The politics of the body around HIV/AIDS, for example,
combines international economic struggles, the dominance of proﬁt in the
pharmaceutical and medical industries, the exploitation of third world peoples, neo-liberal policies, masculinities and cultural struggles for women’s
rights, gay and lesbian rights, the control of the media and of the politics of
representation, education in sexuality and its suppression by conservative
movements, to name but some of the issues and movements that must be
jointly involved if progress is to be made. HIV/AIDS is not a minor issue. It
is having a truly devastating eﬀect on entire continents and is one of the
areas in which class, race, gender, sexuality, anti-imperialism, colonial and
postcolonial realities, and religion intersect. Economic, political, cultural,
and educational struggles are all joined together here. It is no more and no
less important than class and labor struggles or other battles over school
policies and practices. It is not a replacement for other crucial issues, but one
example of how certain issues require the building of coalitions across difference in order to eﬀectively create counter-hegemonic alternatives. This is
why the work of writers such as Nancy Fraser, Judith Butler, bell hooks,
and others becomes so important. They are trying to chart an intellectually/
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politically/culturally defensible path that provides ways of understanding
and acting on what are dynamics that now too often divide people who
need to come together to deal with a range of oppressions nationally and
internationally.
Let us be honest. This will be very hard to do, as will be the maintenance
of equally important class, race, and sex/gender movements inside and
outside of education. One of the major reasons for this is the increasing
power of the new hegemonic movements that I talked about at the beginning of this interview. Ideological transformations that redeﬁne citizenship,
that redeﬁne democracy, have as one of their eﬀects the de-classing, de-racing,
and de-gendering of people. That is, to deﬁne everyone as a consumer and
democracy as individual consumer choice is a radically individuating project
with a radically individuating set of identities attached to it. As I mentioned a
minute ago, a politics of the left, or multiple politics of the left, then becomes
even more diﬃcult.
In what other ways does the resurgence or the strength of the current political
right aﬀect education?
I would like to talk here more proximally, more practically, closer to the
realities of classrooms. Let’s take textbooks as an example. More and more
as the Right gains power, especially the religious Right as well as the neoconservative and neo-liberal Right, what we all too often ﬁnd is the following
at the level of the curriculum.
In the United States, even though there is no oﬃcial rule that states this
should be the case, the curriculum is the textbook in a large number of
classes. Even though we don’t have a national curriculum in the United
States, and we don’t have a national ministry of education that says that all
teachers must use textbooks, it is quite clear that whether we like it or not,
most teachers use textbooks. While they can choose among many texts,
nearly all the textbooks look basically the same. This has to do with the
political economy of textbook publishing. Textbooks are sold on a market
and written to the speciﬁcations of what the most populous states want.
Because of this market, any content that is politically or culturally critical or
can cause a negative reaction by powerful groups is avoided. Thus, at the
level of the textbook we are witnessing a growing movement away from
any kind of provocative material. Anything that can jeopardize sales is to be
avoided. This has created a situation of what has been called “dumbing
down” (meaning trying to make the textbooks quite simple and bland).
Another eﬀect of the increasing power of the Right is the movement
toward quite conservative positions, or away from many social democratic
or certainly any radical position that might have been found in the core of
the curriculum in earlier periods. Since the American curriculum was always
a result of compromises over what and whose knowledge should be
declared legitimate, it always had some progressive elements in it. Partially
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progressive discussions of race, sex/gender, disability, environment, and class
dynamics and histories had found their way into the curriculum after decades of eﬀort. While these elements are not now removed, they are made
much “safer” and are integrated under much more conservative themes and
perspectives.
These are important points because in order for dominant groups to
maintain their leadership, they had to compromise. They had to have some
content about unions, about women, about the lamentable past (and even
present) of racial dynamics in their history. Currently we are seeing a
movement away from that, but we are also seeing a movement toward
certain other kinds of things. For example, for the neo-conservative Right,
the notion of tight control over schools becomes crucial as a way to make
certain that the appropriate values and knowledge are taught to everyone.
Of course, their deﬁnition of “appropriate” is very diﬀerent than, say, an
antiracist perspective or one that assumes that knowledge is constructed
through action, not pre-given and simply taught in such a way that the role
of the student is only to master whatever content is given. Neo-conservatives
are pressing for “a curriculum of facts.” They want a national or state curriculum and national or state testing, and these in turn should be centered
around the “accepted” facts that make up “real” knowledge and on the
measurement of outcomes in which students and teachers are to be held
strictly accountable for such mastery.
But facts are not alone as an emphasis. Accompanying this is a neo-conservative emphasis on re-instilling values in the curriculum of a conservative
kind, and also having these values emphasized in the curriculum, in our
teaching practices, and on the tests. All of this is indicative of the fact that,
while some of the latest reform rhetoric stresses decentralization, just as
often in reality, control is just as likely to be going more and more toward
the center.
Neo-conservatives are not alone here, as I said. At the same time, the
most powerful element within the new alliance surrounding conservative
modernization—neo-liberals—want a closer connection between schools,
and the (paid) economy. (This again demonstrates that underpinning neoliberal positions are patriarchal assumptions—and racial ones as well—a fact
that is documented at much greater length in Educating the “Right” Way and
The State and the Politics of Knowledge.) One of the eﬀects of this has been the
growth of school-to-work programs.
Such things are contradictory. They have elements of good sense and bad
sense within them. They involve positive possibilities in some ways, since
many curricula are aimed toward university-bound students and the majority of poor students and/or even working-class students will never go
beyond secondary school (whether or not you feel that it is essential for all
students to go beyond secondary is not the issue here). This provides an
opening for a discussion of a focus on a polytechnic education as something
that is probably wise for everyone, not just the working class. There is a long
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history of such discussions, including the work of John Dewey and others.
Thus, oddly enough, neo-liberal positions can provide space for a diﬀerent
kind of debate about the ends of education.
But the way this discussion has been deﬁned is exactly the opposite. Neoliberals are critical of existing deﬁnitions of important knowledge, especially
that knowledge that has no connections to what are seen as economic goals
and needs. They want creative and enterprising (but still obedient) workers.
Flexibility and obedience go hand in hand here. Due to this, a creative and
critical polytechnic education that combines “head, heart, and hand” is not
sponsored by neo-liberals. The possible space for that discussion is closed
down by an emphasis on an education whose role is primarily (and sometimes
only) economic.
The movements associated with this aspect of the Right are having a
profound eﬀect at the level of textbooks, at the level of testing, and at the
level of curriculum. To give another example, one of the mandatory courses that all teachers had to take in my own home state, Wisconsin, in order
to become licensed or certiﬁed as a teacher was “Education for Employment.” The legislation that mandated this also mandated that every curriculum unit in every subject from kindergarten to secondary school must
have identiﬁable elements concerning education for employment. Wisconsin has historically been one of the most progressive states in the entire
nation. The fact that it had such legislation speaks to the growing power of
the hegemonic discourse of neoliberalism. One can see, again, that movement
toward the Right is having a profound eﬀect.
Finally, there is the authoritarian populist Right. They are making their
position known quite strongly, and are increasingly inﬂuential in conﬂicts
over texts, over teaching and evaluation, and over the place of religion in the
schools. (They want a return to fundamentalist and conservative evangelical
religious emphases in the curriculum and/or a de-emphasis on secular
perspectives in schooling.)
State-sponsored prayer in schools is illegal in the United States. (In some
states you have moments of silence or the prohibition of state-sponsored
school prayers is simply ignored.) The re-emphasis of conservative religious
impulses by authoritarian populists is making teachers quite fearful of being
attacked. In many school districts, teachers are increasingly cautious about
what they teach and how they teach it, since they are deeply worried that
the curriculum has become subject to severe criticism by religious conservatives, many of whom want to radically alter the curriculum to bring it
into line with their own theological and moral positions. So, with the rapid
growth of such rightist populism, there is a growing feeling right now of
mistrust of teachers, mistrust of the curriculum, and mistrust of the very idea
of public schools among such conservative advocates. Not only do teachers
throughout the United States feel that they are under attack from these
various groups, but there has also been a rapid increase in the number of
conservative parents who are now engaged in home schooling. It is
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estimated that between 1.5 and 2 million children are now being schooled
at home to protect them from the supposed ideological, spiritual, and moral
dangers of public schooling. This number is many more than children in,
say, charter schools, schools that get much more publicity but may be
considerably less important than the growth of home schooling.
To this we need to add the repressive forms of compulsory patriotism that
have now surfaced and the attacks on dissent in education, the media, and
other institutions, and the hidden eﬀects that this movement has had, similar
to what I describe in Chapter 9, “Pedagogy, Patriotism, and Democracy.”
As I’ve stated time and again, criticism is the sincerest form of patriotism. It
means that “This is our country as well” and we expect, demand, that it live
up to the ideals for which it supposedly stands.
Obviously, I’ve only been able to give a bare outline of what is a very
complicated, contradictory, and tense situation here. But I’ve discussed this
is at much greater depth in Cultural Politics and Education and especially in
Educating the “Right” Way.
What restrictions do you now see as being imposed upon the research
community in education? What will be the results?
I think that here too there exists quite a contradictory situation right now.
That is, what is considered as science and as important and legitimate
research has been impressively transformed, not only in this nation but
elsewhere. For instance, in 1970 when I gave my ﬁrst address at the
American Educational Research Association, I was one of the only persons
out of seven or eight thousand researchers who were doing not only ethnographic research at the time, but ethnographic research that was socially
and culturally critical. Now there are many such researchers. Hence, when I
look around this nation and many others, it would be impossible not to see
the transformation that has occurred in what counts as science.
Now there is ethnographic work (both descriptive and critical) and critical historical work; and there is much greater emphasis on conceptual
work, narrative work, on life histories, analyses based on cultural studies,
and so much more—all of which are now generally seen as legitimate.
When you add to this the existence and rapid growth of multiple kinds of
feminist research, post-colonial research, critical disability studies, critical
race theory, critical discourse analysis, and many other exciting areas and
approaches, I think there have been major gains.
However, as in my previous discussion, things do not only go in one
direction. These emerging perspectives have also led to a certain kind of
fragmentation. There has been an accompanying growth of “private” languages and esoteric ways of expressing our theories that only specialists in a
small area can understand. Thus, while the growth of multiple research
perspectives has been for the good, one of the dangers has been that it has
gotten harder for generally progressive researchers to communicate with
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each other easily. This must be overcome if we are not only to advance
toward a more critically democratic set of perspectives and research agendas,
but also to combine research approaches that enable activists and scholars to
combine their eﬀorts to clarify what needs to be defended and what needs
to be changed in current educational policies and practices.
At the same time as this is going on, there are pressures due to restricted
funding to limit what counts as legitimate inquiry, what counts as science,
in the academy to only that which helps in an industrial project—or to the
priorities and concerns of traditional positivist forms of inquiry. One
example is if we look at the emerging patterns of funding in educational
research, those who are more deeply involved in testing, evaluation, and
assessment or are interested in issues of achievement, not in whose knowledge is actually being taught, are much more likely to get funded than those
people who are more socially critical. This is not always the case since some
real gains have been made, but the general tendencies are clear. This situation is clearly worsened by the institutionalization within the Bush administration’s educational research agenda of the most reductive forms of
research as the only legitimate ones.
Hence, there are visible transformations and pressures that are imposed
both because of the ﬁscal crisis in research funds and because of the ideological agenda of the current administration. Thus, while what passes as
research has been broadened, whether you ever get a chance to do it and
whether it gets published are dependent in part on whether you have funds
to be able to carry out the work. Once again there’s a political economy of
research funding, one that is organized around particular senses of what is
important to know and what the legitimate procedures are to know it.
I need to make one other point so that I am not misunderstood. I am not
arguing that quantitative research is unimportant. Nor am I arguing against
the use of the best of statistical social and psychological tools and perspectives. Indeed, critical qualitative scholarship often smuggles in statistical
claims through the back door, so to speak. (Think of critical qualitative
research on children in poverty where data on poverty rates, income, and so
on provide the foundation for who one studies, or in which poor women,
say, have their voices heard in one’s research on the eﬀects of the growing
impoverishment of women.) To be honest, I am coming to think that critical
researchers and activists have actually participated in their own de-skilling
by labeling any quantitative work as “polluted.” This as been a disaster in
some ways, since it often leaves critical work at a disadvantage when
public debates occur.
Think of the book The Bell Curve by Herrnstein and Murray (funded in
large part by the very same conservative foundations that are currently
funding the push toward voucher plans), which sought to show that
genetically blacks were on average inferior to whites in intelligence and that
women were inferior to men mathematically. (Steven Selden’s work in
Inheriting Shame and elsewhere on the history of such funding is very
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important in this regard.) Not only was the volume fundamentally racist and
sexist, it was statistically horribly ﬂawed. No reputable population geneticist
would ever make such claims on such poor data. In the public debates,
Herrnstein and Murray were able to make their case into a seemingly more
powerful one because few critical scholars were actually able to show how
bad it was empirically as well.
Has the long U.S. history of opposition to communism caused a skepticism or
outright rejection of critical theory due to its basis in Marxist assumptions?
In many ways, yes. But it’s important to remember that the United States
has its own traditions of radicalism. I’ve said some things about this earlier
when I spoke about why the left was underdeveloped and weaker here.
However, it’s equally important to understand how crucial race was (and is)
in the United States. Class was often racialized and many radical movements
grew up around issues of the intersection of class and race.
What is your opinion of the movement toward national certiﬁcation for
teachers?
Let me make a prefatory remark. I think that this issue has to be seen as
coming at a particular time. I am not, in principle, opposed to national
movements that are aimed at truly democratic reforms. The United States
has a history of decentralization. Yet when we decentralize things—for
instance, decentralizing decisions from the national level to the state level—
capital and business interests sometimes have much more power actually at
the state level than the federal level in Washington. As an example, at a state
level a large corporation can say to a state government “Unless you give us
major tax breaks, we will take our factories and move to another state or
Mexico.” This continues to happen repeatedly.
In this way, both global and local capital are, in essence, able to hold up,
almost to rob, the tax system and use it for their own beneﬁt. It’s more
hidden than going into a bank with guns, saying “Give me all your
money.” But in the long run, in terms of the destruction of local communities, in terms of shifting the tax burden and the balance of power in their
favor, they can do that more at a local or especially state level than they
could at a national level where national unions can intervene. Because of
this, some issues are better dealt with at a national level (although this too is
changing given the fact that lobbyists for capital and conservative foundations are actually helping to write legislation on economic policy, the
environment, and so much more in this administration).
Now on to the issues surrounding national certiﬁcation of teachers. At
the same time as we are moving toward national certiﬁcation of teachers—
and this is supposedly part of a movement away from paper-and-pencil
testing of teachers toward more performance-based evaluation of teachers—
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there are other movements to which it is linked that may make it less progressive. If we are going to do this nationally, we should want a way to
know not just whether teachers know their subject matter, but also whether
they can actually do creative and socially and educationally critical things
with students in schools. But let us be honest—in order for that to work we
would have to spend probably a billion dollars that we do not have now.
For instance, in the public schools of many of our cities, such as New York
or Los Angeles, there are classes being held in toilets and in hallways. In
many urban and rural school systems, three elementary classes must share
one set of mathematics textbooks.
In the long run then, given the fact that we do not have suﬃcient money
to provide the bare necessities for many of our children in urban and rural
areas, either we will then have a national certiﬁcation model that will be
hardly enforceable and based on paper-and-pencil tests as usual, or we will
establish two classes of teachers—a small one seen as elite and talented and a
considerably larger one (the vast majority of teachers) seen as untalented and
less worthy of respect, higher pay, and support. This could be a real disaster,
given teachers’ working conditions right now in all too many school
districts in impoverished areas.
It could reproduce previous negative experiences and eﬀects. It can have
the same eﬀect as the National Teachers Examination has had. This test
almost had a label attached to it that said, “If you are black, or Native
American, or Latino/a or simply poor, you will score more poorly on this
test and it will not respond to your culture or your abilities, and it will
increase the probability and possibility of having a more aﬄuent, largely
white Anglo-Saxon middle-class teaching force even though the demographics of the United States are moving in exactly the opposite direction.”
This can also be especially dangerous at a time when at the national level,
the neo-liberal and neo-conservative Right is growing in power and in its
ability to control the goals, means, and content of education.
I am not in any way opposed to increasing the skills and experiences of
teachers. But I am asking us if national certiﬁcation, at a time of resurgent
national power of groups who have redeﬁned the meaning and the means
and ends of democracy, is wise. There are more participatory alternatives to
this, similar to what my colleague Kenneth Zeichner is doing on the
development of critical and democratic models of teacher education and
teacher development; models that are discussed in his book with Dan
Liston, Teacher Education and the Social Conditions of Schooling.
You have discussed several issues concerning textbooks used in schools today.
How can we improve the way the material included in textbooks is either
selected or taught? Would we be better oﬀ without textbooks altogether?
Let me answer the ﬁrst one because it is easier to begin there. I am not
usually a believer in textbooks. I think that often they are stultifying. On
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the other hand, and again I argue this in my book Oﬃcial Knowledge, you
have to understand that one of the reasons that textbooks became dominant
in the United States is because we had a young teaching force made up
mostly of (often very smart) young women in the elementary schools.
There were multi-aged, often very crowded, classrooms where the teachers
were responsible for every subject area. Given these conditions, teachers
insisted on getting some help. They called for standardized materials so that
they would have time to actually do some teaching. The textbook was a
progressive response, not just a regressive response. Oddly enough, then, it
has a partly democratic history in terms of the labor of teachers. Teachers
were saying “You can’t expect us to teach everything when we don’t even
have a library in these schools.” Due to this, at the turn of the nineteenth to
the twentieth century, textbooks and the advice of experts became even
more powerful.
Thus, even though textbook publishers were quick to exploit these conditions for their own beneﬁt, the dominance of the standardized textbook
came not just from the publishers. It was also a response to a demand from
teachers saying “I’m being exploited in this situation; I don’t have time to
do all this.” (Of course, the development of the standardized textbook was
also due to other dynamics: from worries about Americanizing the immigrants, to administrators assuming that women weren’t talented enough to
develop their own material, and to patriarchal assumptions about the need
to control women’s labor as I show in Teachers and Texts, to worries that
racially “dangerous” material could be taught that would undercut the
prevailing racial order of the United States.)
On the whole, I think a textbook-based curriculum is a curriculum that
tends to be boring and uncritical. It tends to not be democratic. To quote
Stephen Ball, it is “a curriculum of the dead.” In Democratic Schools, one of
the things that James Beane and I try to do is to show a number of classrooms where teachers have moved to a negotiated curriculum where the
materials are built by teachers and students in direct response to local community problems. This seems to me to be a much more dynamic process
than reliance on standardized materials that are too often outdated and
conservative. Rethinking Schools and other publishers have provided powerful
examples of ways that teachers can move beyond standardized curricular
material to honestly confront important issues.
This does not mean that we can’t intervene to make textbooks much
better. There are things that we can do. But this intervention must be done
with full realization of how the economics and politics of textbooks operate.
In the United States, texts are determined at a local or at a state level,
depending on the state in which one lives. However, the southern tier of
states (about 20 states) have state textbook adoption policies. They have
established rigorous criteria that must be met for a book to be approved in
those states. Three of the states—Texas, California, and Florida—control
much of what will be published in the entire nation.

On Analyzing New Hegemonic Relations

213

Since these are among the most populous states and, in essence, they buy
their textbooks statewide, publishers will only publish what sells in Texas,
California, and Florida. (Together, these three states make up around 35%
of the textbook market. They are also the home of powerful conservative
movements. Remember, Ronald Reagan was the governor of California
before becoming president. Bush was the governor of Texas and his brother
was the governor of Florida.) Due to this, if you wanted to make a diﬀerence in the contents of textbooks and in their organization, you would have
to organize in those three states. This means progressive movements must
learn what the Right has learned: to organize and target your movement
well; to focus on those areas that have the largest potential for transformative
eﬀect; and to realize that it will take years of cultural eﬀorts and political
organizing. The Right did the hard work. So must we.
What is your feeling about a national curriculum?
Again, let me preface this by saying I am not, in principle, opposed to the
idea of things being democratically decided and then being institutionalized at a national level. However, in my mind, the only reason for a
national curriculum, the only reason, is to stimulate debate over what
knowledge is important at every level from local schools to cities to states
to regions. The only reason for even talking about it is to stimulate a
national debate!
In the United States, the movement toward a national curriculum, by and
large, is a conservative movement, although it has more liberal and more
progressive elements in it. An example would be that some African American scholars want a national curriculum because for the ﬁrst time it would
guarantee that in very conservative, often racist school districts, you would
have to teach the histories of people of color.
On the other hand, however, I think that moving toward a national
curriculum at this time in the United States would be quite dangerous. One
of the eﬀects of having a national curriculum at this time in the United
States is to legitimate and institutionalize a system of national testing. Both
the neo-conservatives and the neo-liberal aspects of conservative modernization are strongly in favor of such a test. Once a national test is instituted,
based on a national curriculum, in general the knowledge of elite economic
and cultural groups will dominate. We know from past experiences in a
number of nations that they have more of a voice and more power to get
their knowledge into the test.
Thus I predict that a national curriculum will inexorably lead to a
national test. I would also predict that the national test would be used, in
Washington and at the state level, to justify cost cutting and expediency.
Rather than showing which students need extra funding and support, it
would conﬁrm common sense by tacitly underpinning a position that holds
that poor and working-class children are less intelligent.

214 On Analyzing New Hegemonic Relations
Once this is established as the common sense again at a national level,
there will be no more money given to those schools which in many places
are in such economic crisis that many school districts in the United States
will have to close their doors earlier in the school year and not have children attend them the required 180 days a year. There would be no money
to do anything else.
There is another danger in a time of neo-liberal reforms and that is that a
national curriculum and a national test will exacerbate even more the process of turning schools into commodities. The neo-liberal emphasis,
remember, is on making the school either part of the economy or making it
into a commodity itself.
As has happened in England, where their national curriculum is
sutured into the national test (the results of which are published as
“league tables” in the press and elsewhere in which schools are compared), this provides a direct mechanism that enables the Right, in
essence, to put price tags on schools and say “This is a good school, this
is a bad school.” In essence, it enables them to say “There’s no more
money to support real eﬀorts at democratic school reform, so what we
need to do then is marketize.”
This is a direct link to voucher plans, which give parents a small amount
of money for them to choose marketized schools. Soon we will have a
system in which, if you have higher incomes, you can supplement the
public money from these vouchers and you can go to any school you want.
It is a formula for disaster.
These are complicated dynamics. A national curriculum and a national
test will oddly lead both to increasing privatization on the one hand and
increasing centralization of control over oﬃcial knowledge on the other. It
will place price tags on schools so that the market can function. The private
sector for the aﬄuent will expand and there will be a ﬁction of choice for
the poor and working class. This is exactly what Whitty, Power, and Halpin
found in their book, Devolution and Choice in and what Lauder and Hughes
found as well in their own recent examination of the connections among
neo-liberal markets, neo-conservative policies on curricula and testing, and
inequality, Trading in Places. The truly damaging eﬀects inside classrooms of
this combination are demonstrated graphically as well in Gillborn and
Youdell’s excellent book, Rationing Education.
The implications of this are profound. Federal and state money will go to
private schools; more aﬄuent parents will move their children out of underfunded public schools that will be falling apart and place them in private
schools. They will refuse to pay taxes to make the remaining schools better.
What we will have is highly controlled, highly policed, and decaying
schools in the inner cities. That will be destructive for all concerned. In my
mind, then, a national curriculum at a time of neo-liberal and neo-conservative
hegemony is a formula for what I will call very bluntly simply “educational
apartheid.”
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Do you feel that NCATE (National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education, a bureaucratic organization that evaluates the quality of teacher
education programs) and the other accrediting bodies have too much power?
Deﬁnitely. As a matter of fact, the University of Wisconsin withdrew from
NCATE more than a decade ago. One of the reasons being that accrediting
agencies such as this have a universal model that they think they can impose
on every education program at every institution. Since at that time and
now, we were considered in the national ratings to be one of the very
highest rated schools of education in the United States, the kinds of programmatic and bureaucratic reports and changes that they were requesting
seemed to be taking an enormous amount of time and money and were not
thought to be very helpful. In our own deliberations, we were certain that
we could do better on our own given our very real commitment to build a
high-quality undergraduate and graduate program in education.
Hence, we did withdraw. But later on we were under considerable
pressure to re-join because of the problem of portability of credentials.
Could the graduates of our teacher education program have their credentials
nationally recognized? This national recognition is important of course, but
it often substitutes for a more serious and less bureaucratic response to the
problem of building a socially and educationally critical teacher education
program. And I am not at all certain that NCATE and similar organizations
actually assist us in doing that. Thus, while I think that there are elements of
NCATE that are partly progressive, I think that in general NCATE and
similar bureaucratic accrediting agencies deserve the criticism they often get.
What are the implications of Herrnstein and Murray’s book, The Bell
Curve for education?
At ﬁrst I was amazed that it was published! Clearly, as I mentioned earlier,
all of its logic and all of its data have been discredited before. As I said, no
reputable geneticist would make the claim they are making. There is no
genetic argument you can make about large populations based on their
analysis. We have been through the Arthur Jensen period before and we
know that these kinds of claims are methodologically, ethically, and
theoretically wrong. Statistically, as well, it’s simply bad science.
What it proves is that the American Enterprise Institute, the Heritage
Foundation, the Bradley Foundation, and other neo-liberal and neo-conservative think tanks are incredibly inﬂuential and very highly funded. They
helped place Murray (Herrnstein had died before the book was published) on
what seemed to be every talk show on television and radio and in every
newspaper and magazine throughout the United States. They had millions of
dollars behind the scenes sponsoring this. Its overt eﬀects on educational policy,
in the short term, have been relatively minimal. The longer term ideological
consequences may be more hidden, but may have more lasting implications.
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Even if it were true that on the average, say, African Americans by and
large have a lower IQ (a simply disgustingly racist claim), we know that the
tails of the curve overlap to such an extent that there’s no educational policy
you could make that would be diﬀerent. Therefore, even if the book’s claims
were true, it would make no diﬀerence. On the other hand, what the book
has done, in this time of growing reactionary politics, racist nativism, economic uncertainties, and possessive individualism, is to exacerbate these tendencies. People blame minoritized groups and immigrants for the problems of
the economy. Economic fears are organized around rightist themes. Aﬃrmative action for “unworthy groups” (both biologically and morally) and similar
policies are seen as the root causes of social and educational problems. This
enables dominant groups more and more to shift the blame away from their
own culpability in making crucial economic and political decisions.
In essence, what this does is establish one more brick in a wall that is
being built between dominant groups and the rest of us. By exacerbating a
situation where people blame all of their problems in the economy, with
crime, with a loss of security and tradition on even less powerful groups
than themselves, this can destroy communities and any real sense of the
common good. I ﬁnd that very destructive. Its long-term eﬀects on education, then, may be in justifying even more cuts in funding for social services,
health care, programs to expand educational opportunities, and so on. It
will do this by conﬁrming and legitimating in certain people intuitions
about the Other that they had before, intuitions that often are quite racist.
These hidden eﬀects may be harder to see, but they are signiﬁcant. Thus,
even though things like The Bell Curve itself may not have a major eﬀect on
education in terms of obvious changes in policy and practice, this doesn’t
mean that its eﬀects aren’t there. And these eﬀects are international as well
as national since if these arguments based on “saying the unsayable” are seen
as legitimate in the United States, they are also then seen as increasingly
legitimate in other nations.
Should there be a uniﬁed system of education? In this regard, let us give you
some background. We have gifted education, and special education, reading
education, and vocational education. Should we have a uniﬁed system of
education or should we have all these “splinter educations”?
In part, we already have a uniﬁed system of education right now, but in a
very odd way. That is, schools function to sort and select. That’s not all they
were built to do, but it certainly was one of the reasons they were built and
organized the way they were. Just read Horace Mann’s original work—or
any of the original early school builders—and you will understand that
schools were there in part to be “vast engines of democracy.” But these
engines would be based on a vision of democracy in which some people
would be leaders and some people would be followers. The uniﬁed notion
of schools as sorting and selecting is very much alive and well.
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We also have another strong element of uniformity, one based on the
textbook. As I mentioned before, we have a national curriculum in the
United States, but it’s unoﬃcial. It is almost as if we had a ministry of
education mandating that particular things be taught, but by “ability.”
More directly related to the interest behind your question, what should we
have? My own position on this was stated earlier. In an ideal world I think
that a good education is a polytechnic education for everyone—that is an
education of heart, head, and hand for all people. We would not have
tracking and screening. We would not have a diﬀerential curriculum that says
that speciﬁc types of students will go to vocational training and others will go
somewhere else. I ﬁnd that very dangerous. In a time of declining resources,
no matter what the rhetoric behind it, this diﬀerential vision simply leads to
the rebuilding through the school of traditional hierarchical models of the
social division of labor. Thus, I want a uniform model in terms of the way we
think about an education for everybody. I want us not to negatively diﬀerentiate. I also am usually strongly in favor of inclusive education, that is of not
having separate special education classes for students who are labeled as having
emotional disabilities or physical disabilities. I think that’s important not just
for the children who are labeled as having disabilities, but it is just as important for the children who are not labeled that way. What kind of society are
we producing when we separate out and do not have collective responsibilities so that our children don’t know how to interact with everyone else?
On the other hand, while in an ideal situation I would prefer to have
inclusive schools, on the other hand, in the realities of too many classrooms
what we have now are rising class sizes, decreasing budgets, more social problems in the schools, and the intensiﬁcation of teachers’ labor. To quote from
one of my friends who teaches in the schools of my own city, “Michael, I
don’t have time even to go to the bathroom during the day.” Given this kind
of situation, what is happening in many ways to teachers is that the rhetoric is
saying “inclusion,” but the reality says “Dump these children into a regular
classroom, and give no help, no assistance, no resources to teachers who are
already in conditions that make life extremely diﬃcult.” Hence, in the real
situation in a considerable number of schools and classrooms, what we have is
often equivalent to what we did when we closed mental hospitals in the
United States. We dumped people back into the communities and let them
sink or swim, with little long-term support. And by and large, they sank.
What impact do you think the current U.S. Republican Congress and the
popular conservative radio commentator Rush Limbaugh [an ultraconservative who is the most widely listened-to radio personality in
the United States] will play in enacting a conservative agenda on
education? What do you see as the components of their impact?
In many ways, I’ve have answered some of this earlier. I think that all the
trends toward privatization, marketization, tighter control of knowledge and
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values, blaming the schools for everything, and so much more will just be
continued and will fester. We will have even better schools for rich children
and even poorer schools for poor children. The gap between rich and poor
schools will widen measurably, as it already is doing. I also think that there
will increasingly be the creation of a rightist “common sense” that is once
again exactly what we are seeing right now. In Oﬃcial Knowledge and Educating the “Right” Way, I argue that one of the major things the Right has
realized is that to win in the state, you must win in civil society. That is,
you must change a society’s fundamental ideas about what schools (and all
social policies) are for.
I think that Rush Limbaugh and similar conservative radio and TV personalities are spokespersons for much of the very large movement I’ve been
talking about here. What people like him are now saying continues to be
immensely damaging. Much of what they are saying is patently racist and
sexist. But it does speak to the anger that has been organized around the
themes that the Right has taken up. It speaks to a populist impulse, but that
impulse has been colonized by the Right in powerful ways so that people
who are angry about the ways they are treated and worried (justiﬁably)
about their future and that of their children are brought under the leadership of the conservative alliance. There has been a very clever use of the
discourse of individual responsibility here—a discourse that says that we are
responsible and moral and they (people of color, the poor, immigrants, gays
and lesbians, state employees, etc.) are not. What radio personalities such as
Limbaugh do is legitimate the notion that people are poor because it’s their
fault, that people don’t do well in school not because there are no jobs and
no economic future, or because of horrible inequalities in resources, but
because again they are stupid and have no character or morals. He and
many others like him also then characterize anyone who has principled
disagreement with conservatives as ideologues or as unpatriotic or as “special
interests.” Various fractions of capital aren’t special interest groups? The oil
company executives at the center of our government aren’t a special interest
group? The corporations that are weakening our environmental laws aren’t
a special interest group? The Christian Right isn’t a special interest group?
Conservative foundations don’t speak for special interest groups? Wellfunded, largely white and conservative anti-aﬃrmative action organizations
aren’t special interest groups? It’s always interesting to me to see how this
works. Language has real power here.
This has meant and will mean the same in the future. I fear that we will
have city, state, and national administrations who, in order to win the votes
of those who are generating what might best be called “white anger,” will
be even more uncaring about the plight of those who are really on the
bottom. The results of these policies will be covered up, using as rhetoric
words that used to be socially democratic (democracy, freedom, etc.). In
fact, one of the most powerful (and at times brutal) things the Right has
done—and Rush Limbaugh has been eﬀective in popularizing this
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strategy—is to take populist sentiments that are so popular and powerful in
the United States (the language of the people) and give them a rightist turn.
A situation has been created in which the increasingly dominant perspective
is it’s us against them, with the “we” being the supposedly hardworking
Americans who somehow made it out of poverty by their own eﬀorts, and
the “they’s” are African American, Latino/a, and other people of color. This
is creating a climate in which racial and economic segregation is now called
“choice.” And it is justiﬁed using the rhetoric of democracy as consumption
practices. It’s a brilliant strategy and the eﬀects of it are all too visible all
around us. It does point, however, to the crucial importance of progressives
learning how to employ the media in creative ways to counter the messages
of people such as Limbaugh and others like him. Talk shows, the Internet,
and ﬁlms and even popular books as Michael Moore has shown—all of
these are crucial and the progressive communities are just beginning to learn
how to use them eﬀectively.
Given what is happening in general, however, I am very, very worried
about the future of American education. The transformations we are
experiencing are very real. Yet, conditions have been bad before and the
forces of thick democracy have won major gains then as well. I don’t want
to be rhetorical here. What is happening for example in Porto Alegre in
Brazil with the growth of participatory budgeting and Citizen Schools gives
us reason for hope. This is where the South has much to teach the North.
Thus, I am an optimist without illusions. Raymond Williams was wise
when he said that hope is one of our most valuable resources. Now we
have to act on that hope.

11 The Biography of a Public
Intellectual
An Interview

This chapter is based on an interview with me conducted by Michael Peters
in 2014. It is a more personal one than the interview that forms the core of
Chapter 10. Instead, it is aimed at giving the reader a clearer sense of both
many of the aspects of my background that have inﬂuenced me and of my
own continuing eﬀorts to build an ethically and politically critical stance in
a society riven with exploitative relations. Michael Peters’ aim in the interview
is described by him in the following way:
This interview is a source of interactive biography enabling not only
the establishment of chronology and the discussion of intellectual
inﬂuences, but also an understanding of the biographical aspects of
intellectual projects and the inextricable links between life history and
forms of activism. In this interview, conducted through the medium of
email, I explore with Michael Apple how his past and upbringing
helped shape his intellectual life and commitments.
While I have been interviewed many times before, this particular one
combines two diﬀerent kinds of reﬂections together. First, it is indeed considerably more personal, opening up a part of my biography for reﬂection
both for the reader and for myself. And in the process, it connects with the
dynamics that stand behind the story I tell in the new Preface to this 4th
edition of Ideology and Curriculum. The questions that Michael raises also
have stimulated me to think seriously about the role of a long tradition of
family political and “religious” traditions in these eﬀorts. (The reasons
behind setting oﬀ the word “religious” in quotation marks will become
apparent in the interview.)
Second, the questions that Michael has chosen to ask allow me to go into
some detail about my latest work about whether education and especially
schools can contribute to social transformation. Thus, they extend my discussion of current politics and policies that are found in Chapter 10. Furthermore, they provide something of an introduction to the arguments I
make in such recent books as Can Education Change Society? and The Struggle
for Democracy in Education: Lessons From Social Realities.1 This is important,
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since I am able to employ the responses in this interview to say even more
about how the critical work that started in Ideology and Curriculum got more
nuanced though the many editions of this book and through the books that
followed it. And they provide an opportunity to show the question of
“what can critical educators and critically oriented schools do?” becomes
even more pressing in a time of rightist mobilization and power. Once
again, I have lightly edited the interview to clarify some of its content.

Interview
I know you grew up in New Jersey. Can you please
say something about the environment you were born into? Who were
your parents? Describe your family and your earliest memories and the
way they shaped you from the very beginning.
MICHAEL APPLE (MWA): In order to understand some of the reasons I look at
the world in particular ways, it is important to understand that I am
what has been called a “red diaper baby.” I come from a deeply committed leftist family, one that lived in a poor neighborhood of one of
the most political cities in the United States. Let me say more about
this. My grandfather was a Russian immigrant who as a young man in
the late nineteenth century emigrated ﬁrst to England to work in mills
in the Manchester area and then to the United States. He left Russia
for political and economic reasons. As a communist, he was always in
danger. As someone who was very poor, he had other reasons for
leaving. And as someone who (the story goes) had to ﬁght back against
a violent vigilante “policeman” who was part of a pogrom engaged in
deadly action against my grandfather’s immediate family, he had no
choice but to leave as quickly as he could.
My ﬁrst political memories include going with him to the Workmen’s Circle every week where pinochle was played and politics was
talked. Talked is exactly the wrong word here. Lived, passionately
argued, part of one’s very being—these are perhaps better metaphors.
Like other immigrant working class folks in the inner city of Paterson,
New Jersey—the home of some of the most important strikes and labor
struggles in the history of the US—life wasn’t life without being consumed by politics. This was of course ratiﬁed in his daily life as a textile
worker and tailor. But politics wasn’t politics unless it was guided by
reading everything one could get one’s hands on: books on political
struggles and on world history, including the works of Marx and other
leftist authors as well; “great” novels from the United States and elsewhere; and the Yiddish and English weeklies and dailies, especially the
socialist and communist ones. I thought that he had personally composed one of his favorite lines—“Religion is the opium of the masses.”
For him, religion was what kept “us” backward and was a tool of
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oppression. Who “us” was had a speciﬁc meaning. It was meant to be a
sliding signiﬁer—the Left, Jews, workers, racially oppressed people,
immigrants, and so on. Yet probably unstated, as an absent presence,
within this category of “us” were people exactly like him —poor
Russian communists who rose up against the oppression of workers.
His favorite joke led to another saying that has had an impact on me
throughout my life. “When the Left lines up in a ﬁring squad, it always
lines up in a circle.” (Think about it.) This is deﬁnitely one of the
reasons that throughout my writings I am suspicious of the search for
“purity,” for simplistic explanations of educational politics, and why I
have consistently called for broad alliances or “decentered unities”
among progressive groups in so much of my work.
Let us move a generation in time—to a mother (the daughter of this
grandfather) who herself was a communist and anti-racist activist. Mimi
Apple never ﬁnished high school but still loved to write short stories
and poetry (and gave me a middle name—Whitman, after Walt
Whitman, the New Jersey poet of the people and the profane—that
spoke to her love of the poetic and of what was at the time partly
transgressive culture). She insisted that since we all lived there, house
work was everyone’s work. Thus, everyone did it—washing, cleaning,
etc. She was one of the founding members of the Paterson chapter of
the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and was an activist in the
poor and Black communities in Paterson; but also an activist who came
home to cook and to be a “mother.” (I too became very active in
CORE, becoming its publicity director at the age of 15 when I was
still in secondary school.) She was deeply involved in the struggle over
education and jobs, against the forms of political patronage that denied
power to poor folks, and to ﬁght the class and especially racial structuring that dominated Paterson’s political, economic, and educational
structures. We too—as Mimi’s children—went to these meetings and
worked in the campaigns for the progressive candidates, and with
others did much of the “shit work” required in mobilizations—putting
together signs, distributing material, and so on. It wasn’t seen as odd.
We were just “Mimi’s kids” and like the kids of so many other working class, and especially anti-racist activists, we were expected to pitch
in. Why? Because reality is unequal. It’s our job to do something about
it now. And she read long into the night to me, at me, with me.
Or a father, Harry—a printer who was from a socialist family—who
worked long hours trying to make enough money to allow the family
to escape the poverty of the slums of Paterson. As a printer, he was a
member of one of the most historically literate and radical crafts. His
sons—myself and my younger brother—spent hours at the print-shop
each week. From the time we were old enough to carry a broom, we
worked there. We learned to set type, to deposit it in the correct place
in the cases, to run hand presses and later to run larger presses. (I, in
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fact, worked part of my way through night school at a small teachers
college by working as a printer during the day.) And we learned—
viscerally—that work was crucial to becoming a person and that it must
always be done in a way that respects your skills and your fellow
workers. And we learned to love the printed word.
Both Mimi and Harry worked at politics—in CORE, in campaigns
to elect labor oriented and/or Black or Latinx candidates. Both had an
undying respect for unions and for the possibilities of collective organizations of real people. Both were cynical about the machinations
behind the two major political parties. Both were (aggressively) secular
and had a profound mistrust of rightist religious movements such as
those that added the “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance said by
students daily in schools. (This too had a major eﬀect on me since I
refused to say the words “under God” each day at the beginning of the
school day—and suﬀered mightily because of it.) Both of my parents
were more than a little happy when I decided early in my life that what
I wanted to be was—a teacher. To them, there was something almost
sacred about being a teacher. Even though neither of them had completed high school in the allotted time, to be a teacher was to honor
the family both in class terms (I was “getting ahead”), in political terms
(It’s up to you, Michael, to “tell the truth” about this society), and in
intellectual terms (teaching was about critical literacy, about giving
people power to understand the world and—maybe—to change it).
And when I ultimately became president of a teacher union, well that
was even better for all of the above reasons.
All of these people made it clear, by their very actions, that politics
and ethics were to be lived, and that “literacy” and political talk
counted. Among my memories are mealtimes where everyone—
including the children—was expected to have opinions about what
seemed to be everything. But some “everythings” returned again and
again to nearly every meal. Local, national, and international politics
were consumed with each meal. But of course this is partly romantic. I
have dropped a net down into the past whose weave is almost guaranteed to pull up memories of this sort. Growing up poor, in a poor
area, being surrounded by relatives who all seemed to live in the same
area and all seemed to be in danger of constantly losing the jobs that
they had—given the fact that as an aging textile city Paterson was suffering massively from what we now call capital ﬂight—all of this made
life tense and ﬁlled us with unease about the present and the future.
Poverty, job loss, the inability to pay for medical care or even one’s
rent (these words seem too damn abstract to deal with these experiences) weren’t “theorized.” We didn’t ﬁnd them important because of
some text published by “The Party” or by a leftist intellectual. They
were focused upon because they were part of our daily lives and the
lives of everyone (African-American, Puerto Rican, Russian, Polish,
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Italian, Jewish) who lived in that area of Paterson at the time. Thus,
those mealtime conversations were undoubtedly ﬁlled with other
“everythings”—paying the rent, talk about school, family problems (a
communist mother’s family and a socialist father’s family had, shall we
say, interesting problems in “getting along”; again I am reminded of
my grandfather’s old adage about leftists, ﬁring squads, and lining up in
a circle). These intense political discussions, where family=politics=arguing about everything, and where even children were expected to
participate and to be argued with because the nascent and still not
totally formed arguments of children were supposed to be serious
enough to be taken seriously. It is this sense of political arguments, of
committed critical literacy, of not standing on the balcony but living a
life of such commitments that has stayed with me throughout my
career. It is the DNA that continues to form me. It is also one of the
reasons I am skeptical of those ﬁgures in “critical pedagogy” who tend
to engage with the world in largely rhetorical ways, but do not put
their politics into lived practice.
MP: Thanks Michael. There are so many biographical leads here it’s hard to
know which to follow. Where did the “Apple” name come from? And
let me ask you to reﬂect on the lived connection of growing up in a
Jewish household with strong socialist sympathies? I ask this question
because few people realize the historical importance of the Haskalah,
the Jewish Enlightenment going back to the eighteenth century that
marked the beginning of a Jewish secular engagement with the world
which resulted in political movements for Jewish emancipation but also
for political rights in other spheres. I have always been impressed by
Moses Mendelssohn’s response to the question “What is Enlightenment?” His answer based around self-realization seemed clearer to me
than Kant’s. Being poor and Jewish in America is like a double alienation
and in the United States there were many Jewish intellectuals who grew
up reading Marx and became committed socialists and democrats.
MWA: The history of the name “Apple” is cloudy. My father’s late brother,
“Uncle Abe”—then a 100-year-old former labor organizer and steel
mill worker—recounts one family “story.” During the forced Jewish
diaspora from Spain in the ﬁfteenth century, many Jews had to leave.
Some went to what is now Turkey and Greece, while others went
north and east to Russia, Poland, Germany, Holland, and elsewhere.
Supposedly, parts of my family settled in Holland and then what is now
Ukraine. The Apple name was undoubtedly changed multiple times
over the years and could have been Apfel, Appel, or something similar.
There is no easy way to determine whether Apple was related to an occupation (grower or seller of fruit) or whether it had a very diﬀerent genesis.
Your more important question about the Jewish Enlightenment,
secular engagement, and the issue of alienation is actually a diﬃcult one
for me personally. Let me preface this by saying something more
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general. There are times when I am rather uncomfortable with autobiographical accounts. I do not want to slight the power and importance of the “testimony” of oppressed groups—Patricia Williams, The
Alchemy of Race and Rights comes to mind. However, in a time when
amateur psychoanalysis, postmodern personal narratives, and all too
“precious” autobiographical accounts are increasingly found in educational literature, I have a number of worries about such tendencies. At
their best and when done very reﬂexively, they do remind us that
behind even the most eviscerated writing stands an embodied person.
They do remind us as well of Dewey’s recognition that all educational
events end in an act of personal knowing. They do ask us to take seriously Abraham Heschel’s insight in his book Who Is Man? that
knowing is a form of “celebration” that takes one beyond oneself. And
when done well, they do enable voices that are silenced to be heard.
Yet, this said, I also believe that too many of such autobiographical
tendencies reﬂect the new middle class’s inﬁnite need for self-display.
In a time of increasingly oppressive economic and cultural relations, the
message of their often relatively well-positioned and well-educated
authors is too often “But enough about you; let me tell you about me.”
Let’s return to your question of double alienation. I need to admit
that I don’t know what it means for something to be called Jewish; nor
can I answer the question of to what extent the Jewish Enlightenment
and its answers to diﬃcult questions works through me and others like
me. I know what the stereotypes say it means. But what it means to me
is unclear. Where I am positioned within this long philosophical (and
“religious”?) tradition has until recently not usually been a conscious
issue for me, except in instances such as those signiﬁed in the personal
fragments with which I began this interview. I do assume one thing,
however. I do assume that there are others like me who were raised in
totally secular and deeply political families where the “real” religious
underpinnings of their lives was an abiding commitment to social
justice.
I do know that I often feel as an outsider politically and sometimes culturally in this society. I do know that the hedonistic and
possessive individualism that so permeates this nation and others like
it make me deeply uneasy. I do know that as a scholar, as a teacher,
as a political activist, and in other aspects of my personal life, I do
not usually overtly think of myself as a Jew. In fact, if someone
were to ask me who I am, the word Jewish would be well down
on the list of conscious attributes and positions I would perhaps
enumerate. And yet I do know that at times—even when I can’t
articulate it clearly—I feel the gaze of others looking at me as a
“Jew” with all that such a gaze implies. I also know that at times I
feel as if I must contest the public deﬁnition and stereotypes of what
people believe it means to be Jewish.
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I do not want to give the impression that my personal struggle over
identity is due to the fact that historically I and many others have been
positioned as a Jew in a negative way. Rather, I believe that a constitutive aspect of being a secular and political Jew is a concern with
where one ﬁts, where one’s “home” is. If identity is being part of historical community/ies, where in that community does one belong?
Whose deﬁnition of that community prevails personally and politically?
In Heschel’s apposite words, to be human is to “wrestle.”
Little did I know how “Jewish” this was until recently. Actually, in a
way that I still can’t quite grasp, my realization of the Jewishness of this
came from a book. That book, Irving Howe’s rather masculinist yet still
very powerful World of Our Fathers, placed my own political biography
within a much longer history of secular “Jewish” struggles. I recognized
a continuity with thousands of others. It seems odd to me that a book
could have such an eﬀect. But perhaps this speaks to your question of
the relationship between the Enlightenment, the politics of contested
understandings of “rationality,” struggles in many spheres, and the
complex intersections and history of secularity and politics.
Your question strikes a chord because it challenges me to ask whether much of my ongoing actions in and on a deeply unequal world is
partly related to historically important political and secular traditions
that work through me in ways that I don’t totally understand. Why is
nearly all of my writing and research organized around a set of (too
damn complicated) issues—what is the relationship between knowledge
and power in schools and the larger society? Who beneﬁts from the
ways this society is organized? What can be done about it? How do I
understand some (not all) of the historical roots I may have in a set of
multiple traditions (I don’t know whether to call these “religious” traditions since I, like many others, do not feel “religious”) that are much
larger than myself?
In the end, your question makes me listen just a bit more to others
who have tried to answer the question of “double alienation.” Perhaps
Paul Berman is partly right when he suggests that there is a peculiar
Jewish custom of rebelling? As he puts it, in a somewhat too reductive
way, “There is an old and slightly peculiar Jewish custom of rebelling
against Jewishness by identifying with the most marginal of all possible
groups so as to rebel and still not be assimilated into the mainstream.”
Whether he is correct or not, there is no doubt in my mind that
whatever the answer is and whatever traditions it comes from, the key
is never to stop the struggle.
MP: A wonderfully rich, reﬂective and compelling response. I very much
liked your reﬂection on the form of biography and the way it has made
its way as a cultural methodology that at once personalizes knowledge
(standpoint epistemology) but also risks the charge of incestuous textual
power relations with one’s own family and background. Two very
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diﬃcult questions that are inescapable (I cannot not ask them—the
Jewish double negative!): ﬁrst, can you say brieﬂy what your relation is
to Marx as a thinker; second, while I know the outlines of the answer
you might give, what do you think about the importance of a secular
(public) education?
MWA: There is no doubt that I have been strongly inﬂuenced by Marx and
by a considerable number of Marxist and neo-Marxist theories, especially by theories of political economy, of the state, and just as importantly of cultural form, content, and production. Indeed, it wouldn’t be
possible to fully understand my work without also seeing me as participating in a debate within Marxism and neo-Marxism (and other critical theories) over the relationship among economy, state, civil society,
and culture, with my focus of course largely being on the role of education as a site for the working out of these relations. Here it is not
“only” my early and later reading of Marx (and not only the iconic
texts, but much of his lesser known work—remember my earlier discussion of the books I was expected to read) that has been one of the
fundaments of my thinking. It includes a host of others: Sartre,
Althusser, Gramsci, Lukacs, Raymond Williams, Marcuse, Benjamin,
Adorno, Pierre Macherey, Bourdieu, Habermas, Gorz, Stuart Hall, and
so many others. It is also important to realize that I was strongly inﬂuenced by such things as existential and structural phenomenology,
especially the work of Alfred Schutz who gave us powerful theories of
the social structuring of everyday knowledge and Merleau-Ponty who
gave us equally powerful theories of the phenomenology of perception.
In some ways, my project has partly been the integration of social
phenomenology with Marxism. Hence the importance to me of neoMarxist understandings of the signiﬁcance of cultural struggles and of
the relative autonomy of culture. My background in the sociology of
knowledge certainly helped to say the least. (As I note in Oﬃcial
Knowledge, the fact that I am also a ﬁlm-maker who works with students and teachers in the making of both aesthetic and political creations also is important since I am in addition grounded in substantive
literature and practices in the arts.)
In order to go further into this discussion, I need to say some things
about the larger debate I am currently having over some of the issues
surrounding Marxism in education. Here I’ll need to draw upon an
essay I’ve written on recent Marxist and Marxist-inﬂuenced work in
education for the journal Educational Theory and in one of my latest
books, Can Education Change Society? This requires that I go into some
detail here. In many ways, critical scholarship is currently in a contradictory situation. It has a role in restoring Marxist and other deeply
critical understandings. But it is equally important to be cautious of a
number of reductive tendencies that have been part of the history of
these understandings. There are a number of widely held stereotypes of
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the Marxist traditions. (The plural is crucial.) Among the most inﬂuential is that in Marxist theories everything is reducible to the economy. Interestingly, it is neoliberalism that reduces everything to
economic needs, not, when read carefully, Marxism. Of course, there
are times, especially in his more popularly oriented work, when Marx
writes in such a way that he seems to be saying that the political and
cultural spheres—indeed all of society— are simply reﬂections of the
economic. This is not surprising, since as J. L. Austin reminds us, language can be used for multiple things —for example, to describe,
explain, legitimate, and mobilize. For Marx, all of these were important
and much of his writing reﬂects these multiple functions. Let us also
remember that he was writing in the nineteenth century. His analyses
need to be read intertextually, as responding to the political, economic,
and cultural conditions and debates at the time and as building oﬀ and
disrupting existing socio-economic and philosophical traditions. I
would be truly disheartened if Marxist traditions remained static, locked
into nineteenth century assumptions and debates. Marx was a genius;
but even geniuses may need to be corrected, made more subtle, argued
with, as the world changes.
Yet it is important to realize when one reads Marx’s detailed investigations of the social, political, or even military motives and dynamics
behind important historical events or tendencies, one can often ﬁnd
that his descriptions and analyses do not always portray such things as
surface manifestations of deeper economic ones. Terry Eagleton is wise
when in Why Marx Was Right he says that “material forces do sometimes leave their mark quite directly on politics, art, and social life. But
their inﬂuence is generally more long-term and subterranean than this.”
This, however, has not prevented parts of the Marxist traditions from
tending toward quite reductive analyses and explanations. Thus, while
in his more subtle writings Marx himself was less reductive than some
of his followers inside and outside of education, the legacy of relatively
mechanistic theories of determinism is often visible in the form of
economic and class reductionism in some of the recent Marxist and
quasi-Marxist understandings in education.
But this is not the only danger. Many progressive scholars and activists often tend to treat as epiphenomenal all things that do not overtly
engage with both class (unfortunately still too often seen through the
lens of a simplistic two class model) and capitalism as only an economic
system as the sole major driving dynamic of society. I think that this has
had some truly serious deleterious eﬀects and has at times led to largely
rhetorical analyses and even to the ignoring of the speciﬁcities both of
the politics of culture and the state and of the relatively autonomous
politics involving race and gender. This is a distinct pity, since there
continues to be much to learn from the insights of the Marxist and
neo-Marxist traditions. This is especially dangerous if we are interested,
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as I think critical educators must be, in the role of schooling—and
education in general—in social transformation.
One result has been that for too many critical analysts the answer to
the question of whether education can change society is “yes” if and
only if it overtly challenges class (all too usually seen as whole rather
than fragmented entities) and the capitalist (and usually only paid) labor
process. Such challenges are of course crucial. However, other challenges, hence, either become less signiﬁcant or are only valued for their
“ancillary” role of directly acting on capitalist relations and structures. I
don’t want to be misunderstood here. I have argued in many places
that class relations and the political economy of the dynamics and
structures that are dominant locally, nationally, and internationally are
fundamental to dealing with the ways in which our societies operate.
One would have to be living in a world totally divorced from reality
not to see the power of class relations and economic dynamics and
structures in today’s crisis in particular. To ignore the fact that capitalism(s) have become truly global and are immensely powerful in so
many people’s lives in immensely destructive ways is to not be seriously
engaged with the realities billions of people face.
But others have gone further into the land of reductive analysis, often
assuming that everything of importance can be reduced to these
dynamics and structures and engaging in formulaic responses that
obliterate complexities, intersecting power relations and oppressions,
and in the process unfortunately push possible allies away. This last
point is especially signiﬁcant in dealing with the role of education in
social transformation. (Stuart Hall’s work, especially as seen in his book
Cultural Studies 1983, is brilliant in his analyses of the need to avoid
these pitfalls.) Even if this reductive approach is true (and I do not
believe that this is either an adequate understanding of social movements and their relationship to social transformations or an adequate
recognition of the power of movements over person rights), this position still prevents crucial alliances from being formed that are absolutely
essential to progressive projects inside and outside of education, since it
tends to misrecognize or minimize the fact that this society has complicated and multiple power relations that inform and work oﬀ each
other and that it is also characterized by contradictory structures and
dynamics. I’ve written a lot about the need to learn from the Right
about the crucial role that alliances across our diﬀerences can and must
play in places such as Educating the “Right” Way and Can Education
Change Society?, so I won’t rehearse these arguments here. But suﬃce it
to say, that I think that the essentialist assumptions and class reductionism, and the overly simplistic formulaic and rhetorical responses,
that have become all too common within a good deal of (supposedly)
Marxist work in education, have served to push people away. They
unfortunately can actually help create some of the conditions for the
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Right to occupy that space. There’s much more I’d like to say here,
but….
Now on to your question about my position on “secular” education.
First, let me say that I don’t romanticize current “public” (that is, state
supported) education. The public sphere in general has always been
classed, raced, and gendered, with certain groups being denied a full
participatory role and identity as members of what counts as the public
sphere itself. Nancy Fraser’s criticisms of Habermas and of his analysis of
the public sphere are very thoughtful in this regard. Second, in the
United States, “secular” schools have smuggled in religious and quasireligious content, rituals, and assumptions in many ways, so it is actually
hard to ﬁnd that pure thing called a secular school. Third, I have
worked with religiously aﬃliated activists in many nations—committed
Christian radical socialist union leaders in South Korea, base community movements guided by liberation theology in Latin America, Islamic feminists in Turkey, and similar groups elsewhere. When someone
tells me that “Jesus was actually a socialist, so we too will devote our
lives to the struggle for the poor and oppressed,” I want to deeply
respect this sentiment, even when I may strongly disagree with the
speciﬁc religious underpinnings.
This said, as you know I have spent a lot of time critically analyzing
the ways in which “authoritarian populist” religious conservatives have
attempted—often very successfully —to change the content and form
of the curriculum in public schools in many nations so that it reﬂects
their own very limited ideological perspectives. These groups have
formed an alliance with neoliberals and neoconservatives that has
pushed education in damaging directions. They have seen themselves as
“the new oppressed”—often reasserting patriarchal and racializing ways
of seeing the world. They have also changed our ideas about democracy by trying to install conservative religious criteria as central to what
counts as “legitimate knowledge.” Climate change is denied, as is evolution, much of the core principles of physics, and so much more. As
one example, the Institute for Creation Research in Texas—a very
right-wing private religious institute—has been given the authority to
certify science teachers for the public schools of that state. Thus, I think
that there are very real dangers in not defending the idea of a public
secular school. Next, in an age of neoliberalism, where what is public is
seen as necessarily bad and what is private is seen as necessarily good,
the eﬀects of this have been shown to be especially damaging as well.
The thin democracy of markets replaces the thick democracy of participatory forms. As I show in Educating the “Right” Way, such policies
actually can create even more inequalities in education. In addition, as
Charles Mills has argued, their assumptions about rationality and their
ethic of the rational economic actor are based on what he calls a “racial
contract.” Indeed, I believe quite strongly that we cannot understand
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what is behind the neoliberal agenda unless we place race and gender
side by side as underlying forces behind it. (Once again, Stuart Hall’s
analysis of these dynamics and their complex relations with hegemonic
forms is essential.)
I also have other reasons for my position on defending the public
school. I see public schools as both defeats and victories. Unlike some
rhetorical Marxists who picture schools as only factories that produce
docile workers for capitalism, as I and others have shown schools were
and are arenas for anti-racist struggles where activist identities were and
are formed and where they served as crucial sites for the formation of
counter-hegemonic movements that moved from the school to other
sites. I also want to always keep in mind the following question: If
schools were already doing what capital and other dominant groups
wanted, why are these groups so angry at public schools? There must
have been victories in the politics of recognition and in the ways in
which gains in both a politics of recognition led as well to changing
people’s collective identities as agents of transformation. And these in
turn have led to further struggles in other social spheres. This it seems
to me is a much more honest and dialectical understanding of the
processes and possibilities of social transformation. Struggling over
public and secular schools is an essential part of this.
Because of this, as I said earlier, while I am not a romantic about the
current state of public/secular schooling, I think that we must continue
the never-ending attempts to keep alive the visions and the practices of
a truly public school. In an age of privatization and marketization, such
a school is one of the last remaining public institutions. Defending it is
an essential part of the defense of the public in general.
MP: Thank you for such considered responses. It is always a pleasure corresponding with someone who has such a clear view of things. I want to
return to Gramsci, and to the signiﬁcance of cultural struggles and the
relative autonomy of culture. If we take seriously the history of cultural
struggle we might say that a large part of it is synonymous with the
achievement of civil rights and the recognition of identity rights. In any
event, while there may be ﬁshhooks along the way the concept of universal human rights, even if promulgated and defended by Western
hegemonic powers and often in compromised fashion, the concept of the
culture seems to provide a basis or standard by which oppressed groups can
press their claims for legitimacy. I know you spend a great deal of time
traveling and speaking around the world and we were lucky to manage to
get you and Rima down to the Waikato in New Zealand this year
(2014)—thank you both very much, it was great to see you! But let me
ask a battery of questions: ﬁrst, your relationship with Gramsci; second,
the question do all cultural struggle take the form of human rights recognition in the twenty-ﬁrst century; third, perhaps you could illustrate your
answer with some examples from your world travels.
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My turn to Gramsci not only had “intellectual/theoretical” and
political roots, but also deeply personal ones that are connected to what
I said about my background earlier on. I’ve written a lot about “why
Gramsci?” elsewhere; but let me again say that I am deeply dissatisﬁed
with theories and politics that make cultural struggles epiphenomenal
or unimportant. I think that this is a dangerous misreading of history
and, speaking honestly, can be a performance of Whiteness and
imperialism when it is taken as a serious explanation of the dialectical
relationship between struggles over identity, knowledge, and recognition on the one hand and structural relations on the other. But I cannot
divorce this from my experiences of how important it was and is for
me and my family (and so many other poor and minoritized folks in
Paterson and elsewhere) to keep alive the collective memory of past
struggles and understandings, of the crucial signiﬁcance of the continuing battles over literacy and what it means, of the arts and of popular culture as resources of protest and of hope, and so much more.
This is deeply rooted in my family tradition of printing. But it’s also
connected to my lesser known activity as a ﬁlm-maker with kids, teachers, and community members in schools. And as the parent of an
African-American child, this is also constantly on my mind.
But some of this is indeed undoubtedly related to the international
work I have done with progressive governments and movements, critical scholars and educators, dissidents, radical unions, and others in a
large number of countries. In places as widely disparate as Brazil,
Mexico, Argentina, Chile, India, Japan, South Korea, China, Norway,
Spain, Slovenia, South Africa, Israel/Palestine—and the list goes on—
the connections among cultural politics, the politics of recognition and
memory, and a politics of redistribution are visible constantly. And I
don’t mean this rhetorically. All of these are deadly serious, sometimes
resulting in my being arrested with other deeply committed friends in
South Korea and elsewhere. I say this not to make me in any way
special, but to point out that huge numbers of people already understand in their daily lives the importance of cultural struggles, of person
rights, and of making connections among these struggles and between
them and a classed, raced, and gendered economy. There a hell of a lot
more I want to say here, but it’s probably better said by people such as
W. E. B. Du Bois, Carter Woodson, bell hooks, Paulo Freire—and just
as importantly, in the voices of protest heard in all of the countries where
I have been taught these things by the actions of real people now and in
the past who have demanded individual and collective rights.
MP: Reﬂecting on the genre of (auto)biography and on this interview—a
modern form that permits a dialogical interchange—I am interested in
the way in which many scholars hold the position that it is possible to
draw a distinction between the author and his or her work. Philosophers
such as Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Marx, and others have all emphasized
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that thinking is a human activity that cannot ever be wholly separated
from other human activities and human culture in general. In the case of
what Gramsci called an “organic intellectual” this would seem to be
demonstrated in the way your personal and family background inﬂuenced your outlook and lifelong commitments. Would you agree? I
leave you the last comment, Michael. Thank you so much for an
enjoyable interview. You have been generous with your time.
MWA: One of the beneﬁts of things such as interviews—especially when
they take the form of conversations with people for whom I have a
large amount of respect such as yourself—is that they require not only
self-reﬂection, but also some other things. They provide a space to
challenge the idea that somehow ideas ﬂoat above the realities of a
person’s biography. Ideas actually become embodied in such experiences, not divorced from them. But I don’t want this to be seen as a
static set of past experiences, as if biography is something that happened
when one was growing up. I hope that I am not speaking only for me
when I say that this relationship between one’s ideas and personal
experiences is always a process that is in motion. There’s no doubt that
my background in political work, in a radical family tradition, in the
life of a “red diaper baby,” in printing, in becoming a teacher, in
having a wife who is a feminist scholar—all of this matters, often in
ways I don’t completely understand. Indeed, the questions you’ve so
insightfully asked have caused me to think more deeply about this.
However, for me, reﬂecting on this and on what it all means has
reminded me again that if I do want to continue being a critical scholar/activist, being organic—with all of the tensions, joy, and at times
very real sacriﬁces that this entails—I have to see myself as an ongoing
project. There’s no end point; there’s no ﬁnal conclusion to it. To use
Heschel’s term, one “wrestles” with this for one’s entire life. But I can’t
live an ethical life without such wrestling. And I wouldn’t have it any
other way.

Note
1 Michael W. Apple, Can Education Change Society? (New York: Routledge, 2013)
and Michael W. Apple, et al. The Struggle for Democracy in Education: Lessons From
Social Realities (New York: Routledge, 2018).

12 The Challenge of Critical
Education

Introduction
The interview that constitutes the previous chapter combined personal,
political, and educational dialogues not only about me but also about the
realities we face as critical educators. The ﬁnal chapter of this edition of
Ideology and Curriculum continues this focus on both the reasons why critical
work is so crucial and some of the impediments to engaging in it. Some of
the barriers are the results of structural inequalities in the larger society. But
some are internal to the terrain of critical education itself. This chapter
focuses on a number of the external and internal obstructions and dangers—
as well as the contradictions—involved in engaging in the struggle for a
more critically democratic education. But, in addition, it reminds us not to
be cynical. These struggles can make a diﬀerence.
As I noted in the Preface to this new edition, this chapter is based on the
keynote address I gave at “Michael Apple and the Struggle for Educational
Justice: Critical Legacies and Radical Reinventions,” an event organized to
celebrate and reﬂect on my nearly ﬁve decades of committed work at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison in March 2018. It brought together
many of my colleagues at Wisconsin, current and former students from all
over the world, and critical scholars, teacher union members, and educational activists from both the United States and many other nations. Let me
here express in writing my gratitude to the planning committee of this
event—Wayne Au, Kristen Buras, Luis Armando Gandin, Katy Swalwell,
and Diana Hess,
The task of that address and of the chapter that extends it was to think
publicly about the present and future dilemmas and possibilities of critical
education. I have kept the tone of the oral presentation, since like the
interview in the previous chapter it helps to convey the more personal and
direct style with which I want to conclude the arguments in this book. As
you will see, I have also kept in my introductory comments—a set of
“thank yous” not only to the organizers but to many people who were
present and who could not be there. I do this consciously not simply
because, as I showed in the previous paragraph, a number of people did a
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good deal of work in organizing the event where this chapter was originally
presented. But, just as importantly, I also want to convey a more political
and epistemological point. Knowledge and arguments—especially those
within critical research and action in education—are collective products. I
mention in the Preface to this new 4th Edition that I owe a debt to certain
institutions. But while necessary, this is not suﬃcient. I—and all of us—also
owe a continuous debt to seen and unseen people who keep the critical
tradition(s) alive and who correct its paths when it is insuﬃciently sensitive
to emerging social movements involved in the ongoing struggles over
redistribution, recognition, and representation. Paulo Freire constantly
reminded us that teachers, including critical ones, must also be taught.1 I
would hope that this includes all of us. Let’s now turn to the chapter that
has come out of that address.

Being Critical
For me, it is always important to see events and celebrations such as these as
collective recognitions. For all of the 48 years I have been at Wisconsin, I
have been surrounded by faculty, students, and administrative staﬀ who
recognize the crucial importance of critical scholarship and teaching. The
impressive national rankings of the School of Education and of both of my
departments—Curriculum and Instruction and Educational Policy Studies—
do not fully speak to why and how these areas have provided such a vibrant
and special place to do socially and culturally critical work on the nature of
education and on the ways in which it participates in and both reproduces
and interrupts existing power relations. Thus, this is their—your—event as
well as mine. This is especially the case for the nearly 120 PhD students
who have completed their degrees with me. You have been as much my
teachers as I have been yours. This is of course equally true for the many
colleagues and friends at universities throughout the world, some of whom
are here today as well. But it is even more the case for my family—for my
wife Professor Rima Apple, the noted historian of medicine and of
women’s lives; for our sons Peter and Paul and our grandchildren Alex and
Alyssa, whose accomplishments and progressive commitments constantly
demonstrate that the Apple tradition that works through me continues.
Finally, it is important to recognize that authors owe a debt to their publishers. Since 1979 when the ﬁrst edition of Ideology and Curriculum was published, I
have worked with Routledge, one of the best progressive publishers in the
world.
Before I became a university professor, I was an elementary and secondary school teacher and the president of a teachers’ union. Thus, part of my
commitment has always been to work at the intersections of theory, policy,
and practice and to expand the sphere of critical educational eﬀorts at each
of these levels. I mention this because in my work with schools, teachers,
social movements, dissident groups, and community activists, I have been
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deeply impressed with the courage of committed educators, community
activists, and students in these schools and communities. Such courage is
even more important today.
As you know, I have grounded my work in the belief that it is absolutely
crucial to understand the social realities of schooling. What is happening
today makes these analyses even more signiﬁcant. Although as I have shown
it is not neoliberalism and its attendant policy initiatives alone that are
changing our commonsense about education, its imprint is everywhere.
Such things as audit cultures, performance pay, never ending competition,
privatization, attacks on teachers and teacher unions, raising standards while
reducing support for public schools, a climate of white supremacy, a culturally restorative project to reinstall what is assumed to be high-status
knowledge in schools, and similar “reforms” are increasingly transforming
what counts as a “good” school, a good teacher, a good curriculum, a good
parent and a good student, a good community, legitimate culture, important evidence, etc.2 Education has once again become a site of crucial
struggles over authority and identity, indeed over both the very meaning of
being educated and who should control it.
All of these reforms have particular histories; and all of them are driven
not only by technical considerations, but also profoundly by cultural, political, and economic projects and by speciﬁc and often unquestioned ideological and valuative visions of what schools should do and whom they
should serve. We have an ethical obligation to challenge these positions and
to defend a robust education that is based on human ﬂourishing.
Those of you who are familiar with my work may know that I ask
“simple questions.” Thus, rather than simply asking whether students have
mastered a particular subject matter and have done well on our all too
common tests, we should ask a diﬀerent set of questions: Whose knowledge
is this? How did it become “oﬃcial”? What is the relationship between this
knowledge and how it is organized and taught and who has cultural, social,
and economic capital in this society? Who beneﬁts from these deﬁnitions of
legitimate knowledge and who does not? What are the overt and hidden
eﬀects of educational reforms on real people and real communities? What
can we do as critical educators and activists to challenge existing educational
and social inequalities and to create curricula and teaching that are more
socially just? Fundamental to both asking and answering these are the
complex and at times contradictory relationships among “legitimate” (and at
times “sacred”) culture and “popular” (and at times “profane”) culture.
Bur for me one other question has been central. Indeed, it is the basic
issue that guides any critical education. Can schools change society? This is
the fundamental question that has guided almost all of my books and much
of my political and educational action.
A little educational history of the United States may be helpful here, since
I gladly state that I am part of very long tradition both inside and outside of
education. In the 1930s, George Counts, one of the most famous radical
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educators in the United States, electriﬁed an audience of progressive educators with a stirring call. He was responding to what he saw as the nearly
total dominance of the governance and outcomes of education by economically powerful classes. Dominant classes had gained control of schooling and the economy, and this situation must be fought so that schools
could lead the way toward a more democratic society. The title of the
published work that came out of his lecture was a simple question: Dare the
School Build a New Social Order?3 This was at one and the same time a call to
action and, so it seemed later, a naive claim. Could schools actually alter a
social order? Did they have any independent power—what was later called
the problem of “relative autonomy” in critical social theory? If so, what
constituted such power? If not, what relations did schools participate in that
made such independent political action impossible or at least unlikely? Of
course, these kinds of issues had been consistently raised by organic intellectuals in oppressed communities and especially in communities of color
for a very long time. While I have tried to answer these questions myself in
Can Education Change Society?,4 in the process of struggling with these issues
one thing has become very clear to me. It is a truly diﬃcult question both
to ask and to answer.
Yet, although important, questions such as “Can schools create a new
social order?” and “What is their role in social change?” in a number of
ways are actually premature. Before we can begin to answer them, we need
to more fully understand the ways in which the curricular, pedagogic, and
evaluative principles and practices that go on within schools are “determined.” Thus, speaking metaphorically, prior to asking about education’s
“inside-to-outside” relationship, we need to ask about the “outside-to-inside”
connections. We cannot be reductive either in our questions or our answers.
The political as well as academic implications of this are signiﬁcant, since
it asks us to be very cautious of easy and overly rhetorical answers. Anyone
who knows me also knows that I am deﬁnitely not asking for quiescence or
inaction. Far from it. But I do insist that we be mindful of complexity and
contradiction, of hidden relations and eﬀects. This is crucial if we are collectively and individually to successfully challenge the neoliberal, neoconservative, authoritarian populist, and managerial agendas that are making
it so very hard to build and defend an education worthy of its name.5 (Of
course, it shouldn’t surprise you if I also argue that the test of whether
“we”—a very dangerous word actually—can create an education that acts
back against dominance has to be answered through critically reﬂective
political/educational practice.)

On the Dilemmas We Face
It has become something of a truism in the literature in analytic philosophy
that language does and can do many things, all of them valuable. It can be
used to describe, explain, control, critique, legitimate, aﬃliate, and mobilize.6
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Rhetorical language is associated with legitimation, aﬃliation, and mobilization; but it is often a poor tool for the other tasks that language must perform.
This is an important point that bears on the arguments I have made over the
years, arguments that can be traced to one of my teachers, Jonas Soltis, when I
originally studied philosophy at Columbia, and to critical cultural and political
theorists such as Raymond Williams, Antonio Gramsci, and Stuart Hall who
have strongly inﬂuenced me.7 All too many parts of the critical education traditions seem to be content with rhetorical slogans, rather than examining the
complicated and multiple structures and power relations that exist in the real
world and the full range of possible tactics that might be employed to change
them. And all too much of it sees its role as only deconstructive.
This is a pity since this lack has a number of negative eﬀects. It weakens
the explanatory potential of critical analyses. It paradoxically helps those
who wish to marginalize critical analyses at exactly the same time as they
are of even more importance. And ﬁnally, such rhetorical positions lack the
strategic sensibility that is so crucial in what Antonio Gramsci called a “war
of position,” a nuanced understanding of the actual possibilities of doing
critical work in multiple sites.
This is not true of all of the critical traditions of course. Some of the most
interesting work in critical education is much less rhetorical and is grounded
in the concrete understanding of and action in and with communities, cultural activists, practicing educators at all levels of the educational system, and
social movements.8 Much of the more robust and nuanced theoretical and
political analyses that have emerged on the state, on the complex relationships among culture, politics, and the economy, and on the ways in which
educational sites and institutions can be worked on—and worked with—
that have been developed during the past decades of intense conceptual and
political progress have been produced by people in this room—and by
people who unfortunately could not be here.9 Once again, so many of
them and you exemplify the role of the critical scholar/activist and have
been and continue to be my teachers.
Because of such eﬀorts, there have been real successes that give me reasons for optimism. But to be honest I worry about some of what counts as
success. During a series of lectures and some work with critical educators in
a country in Asia, I spent a good deal of time with graduate students. Many
of them had been or still were teachers in the public schools of that country.
We talked about many things and I was deeply impressed with their
knowledge of a large array of work in critical educational theory and
research. During our conversations, they told me that one of the reasons
they were more than a little familiar with some of the core work in critical
education, including much of my own, was because it was included on the
standardized tests that teachers and graduate students had to take as an oﬃcial
part of their program.
This is a paradoxical situation. On the one hand, it clearly shows that
what Isaac Gottesman calls “the critical turn” in education10 has been
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integrated into the formal corpus of oﬃcial programs in education
throughout the world. I am certain that this was not an easy thing to do and
it constitutes a victory. On the other hand, as Geoﬀ Whitty has noted, such
incorporation may also signify a process of cooptation, of taking insurgent
knowledge and turning it into simply one more academic area that needs to
be studied for examinations, thereby severing its connections to its political
roots.11 This is something I too have worried about publicly, since rather
than politicizing the academic, it simply academicizes the political.12 This is
indeed something to truly be concerned about.
Thus, like the rest of the world we live in, critical education is caught up
in contradictory relations of power. But a realization of these contradictions
must not cause paralysis or cynicism. It should drive us to constantly
remember and reconnect with the critical impulses and commitments that
have led to the growth of critical analyses of and action in education.
At the very root of these concerns are two simple principles. First, we
must think and act relationally. That is, all of our institutions and sets of
social relations—and even our very identities—need to be seen as intimately
connected to the inequalities that structure our society and to the movements that seek to interrupt such inequalities. Second, in order to understand and act on education in its complicated connections to the larger
society, we must engage in the process of repositioning. It will be hard, but
we should constantly try to see the world through the eyes of the dispossessed and act against the ideological and institutional processes and
forms that reproduce oppressive conditions. This repositioning concerns
both political and cultural practices that embody the principles of critical
education; but it also has generated a large body of critical scholarship and
theory that has led to a fundamental restructuring of what the roles of
research and of the researcher are.
This has often led to some truly serious conﬂicts within the critical traditions. (The plural is crucial here and is a strength not a weakness.) Yet
this too can create real problems. As some of you also know, I come from
a deeply political family. This often meant that small diﬀerences got
magniﬁed into chasms so wide as to be unbridgeable. One of my objectives has always been to argue against such chasms. In this regard, the
Right has demonstrated something of considerable importance in its formation of a hegemonic bloc that includes neoliberals, neoconservatives,
authoritarian populist religious conservatives, and a particular fraction of
the professional and managerial new middle-class that believes so strongly
in measuring anything that moves in classrooms. It has often been willing
to compromise among its varied tendencies in order to push education in
particular directions and to use education as part of its larger strategy to
radically transform the larger society. As I say elsewhere, if the Right can
do this, why can’t the Left? This means that there must be more openness,
more willingness to form alliances across our diﬀerences, than has often
been the case.13
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But this creates a dilemma. For me, too much of what counts as the Left
in education is either overly economistic and formulaic or as I noted earlier
simply rhetorical. I fear that too many leftist arguments do not have a substantive epistemological, political, theoretical, or just as importantly the very
practical understanding of the foundational material that are supposedly
being drawn upon. Crucial issues involving cultural struggles, the state, the
need for much more nuanced understandings of class formation and mobilization, the very real complexity of the economy, the relative autonomy of
gender and race, the structuring of commonsense, and the list goes on and
on—all of these are treated as epiphenomenal or simply ignored. Sometimes
it’s as if postmodern and poststructural abstractions have led to amnesia, to
forgetting the very real structures that organize this society
Perhaps even more problematic is the loss of memory of the crucial
importance of the school as an arena of and for cultural and social mobilizations. This is deeply disrespectful since it marginalizes a good deal of
practical work in schools and communities and substitutes a search for purity
for the messy stuﬀ of actually collectively and individually building curricula, literacy practices, critically democratic modes of teaching, and working
with communities on issues of class, gender, “race,” sexuality, “ability,” and
more. It also is epistemologically suspect, since for me the best theory is
built in relation to its object—the past and present of schools, curricula,
teachers, policies, communities, and so much more.
This of course is another reason I have so much respect for many of the
people who have worked with me, since collectively you have worked at
just about every level one can think of, from powerful critical research, to
issues of policy, to the daily struggles to do good things in classrooms,
schools, and communities.
This is one of the reasons that when someone asks me what I do, I often
answer that I am a teacher. Indeed if I forget what this means to who I am,
I fear that I will lose one of the main reasons I am committed to the multiple
projects of critically democratic education.
But teaching doesn’t only go on in university classrooms and in k-12
schools. It goes on in the media as well. As you may know, I am regularly
on public radio, speaking about issues of educational policy and practice.
Most of the time, I am on call-in programs where a major book, report, or
controversy has been in the news and has gotten the attention of the public.
The format of these programs may be familiar to many of you. There is an
introduction to the issue. I am then asked to speak about it for perhaps ﬁve
to ten minutes. Then the calls start coming in. And come in they do.
I am deeply committed to this kind of program for a variety of reasons.
First, it has a participatory format. Second, it serves a pedagogic function,
one in which I can reach a much wider audience than a university class—or
even the most notable of my books and articles. Third, it creates a situation
where I must speak clearly. One other reason is of great consequence. Neoliberal and conservative voices have been very successful in basically
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colonizing this space. Millions of people listen to Sean Hannity, Rush
Limbaugh, and similar rightist commentators (or “entertainers,” since there
is little news in the myths and distortions that form the majority of what
they actually say).
The calls are varied, but one thing that is always striking to me is the level of
mistrust of public schools, teachers, unions, the curriculum, teacher education
programs, and similar things among some of the callers. The language in which
all of these things are criticized is often quite emotional and the amount of vitriol
is pronounced. This is often coupled with a reliance on “cherry-picked” conclusions from research or statements about “what we all know,” ones that are
themselves based on research that itself is either weak or has been discredited.
These of course are not the only callers, nor are they usually the majority.
Many people call in who are articulate in their defense of public schools or
provide compelling evidence that calls into question the conclusions that
the critics have mobilized. Others call in because they are genuinely puzzled
and concerned or are open to hearing alternative explanations about crucial
issues on matters of compelling importance in education.
I mention all of this because the discourses that increasingly circulate
through the media and that are now becoming “commonsense” are powerfully inﬂuenced by the forces of what I have elsewhere called conservative
modernization. As I have documented at much greater length in Educating the
“Right” Way, the dominant tendencies in educational reform—and indeed
in the entire public sphere—are moving us in directions that have damaging
consequences in terms of robust understandings of democracy and the
necessity of a critically democratic education as a crucial path to achieving it.
This is one of the major reasons that in the list of tasks of the critical scholar/activist I detail in Can Education Change Society?, The Struggle for Democracy in Education, and elsewhere,14 I stress the importance of also relearning
how to talk in ways that do not mystify, that embody a real commitment to
making the case for a more robust critically democratic education clearly
and in compelling ways publicly.
Is this enough? Of course not. Will speaking out and acting back at times
be diﬃcult and risky? Deﬁnitely. But non-action is an action. The diﬃcult
but ultimately fulﬁlling role of being a “public intellectual” demands more.

Hope as a Resource
As many of you know from personal experiences, and as I also know from
my own and many of my friends’ struggles and at times arrests, in many
nations throughout the world there are very real risks in engaging individually and collectively in taking our responsibilities as critical educators
deeply seriously. There can be little doubt that the Right will act back
against those of us who engage in them. Yes, there will be very real risks
in doing these things. But if we are not willing to take risks, how can we
criticize others for not doing this?
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Thus we must continue to act. The Right will respond of course. But,
the fact that the Right will be forced to respond should actually be seen as a
positive sign. It means that they realize that our actions are important and can lead
to the increased possibility of major gains, and that they realize that they may
have to retreat on crucial issues. But if we are to continue to successfully
challenge the Right in education, in paid and unpaid workplaces, in the
media, in the government—everywhere—certain things must continue to
be done now.
Raymond Williams reminds us that creating and defending a fully participatory critical democracy requires providing the conditions that make it
possible for all people to actually fully participate.15 It is exactly this more
“full” participation, and what that actually means in all its contradictions,
that is one of the main political, ethical, and educational foundations for a
truly critical education. Yet looking around us in all too many nations, we
see that these conditions are increasingly diﬃcult to build and sustain. We
need to remember that the country where we currently sit, for example, is a
nation built on enslavement, stolen land, the unpaid labor of women, the
sacriﬁces of millions of people who dream of a better life for themselves and
their children—and need I say it by those “Others” called immigrants. At
the same time that there is much to be proud of in attempting to keep the
vast river of democracy on course, the economic conditions experienced by
so many people, the racist rates of incarceration, the defunding of absolutely
necessary health centers for poor women and women of color, the
destruction of communities, the loss of safety nets, the attacks on paid and
unpaid labor, the defunding of education at all levels, the ideological attacks
on curricula and teachers, the environmental destruction, the massive
amounts of money spent on the war machine—and the list goes on and
on—all of this is real and enormously damaging. These can only be described
as a national disgrace.16
Thus there is much to do and many places where it needs to be done.
There is growing recognition that truly radical changes in our structures,
policies, and common sense are essential. The task seems so big. This can be
disheartening, and even paralyzing. But we must start somewhere. We need
to actively resist the all too widespread assumption that education is not
powerful as a transformative agent, that it can only change after “society” is
transformed. Educational institutions and the people who work in them are
key parts of society. Struggles there are essential parts of the war of position.17 Chantal Mouﬀe makes a key point when she states that “now we
ﬁrst need to restore democracy, so we can then radicalize it.”18 The act of
restoring democracy is where we can start in education, a project to which
so many people here today have devoted their lives in schools, universities,
and communities.
Thus, despite what we know about the forces of dominance that we face
and about the tensions and contradictions that are visible all around us, as I
and my co-authors demonstrate in the new book The Struggle for Democracy
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in Education,19 we continue the struggle for thick democracy inside and
outside of the institutions of education that seem so very important to the
project of social empowerment to us and to so many millions of people in
the world.
One of the best statements of the importance of such continued work
and commitment is made by Erik Olin Wright when he says that:20
The best we can do, then, is treat the struggle to move forward on the
pathways of social empowerment as an experimental process in which
we test and retest the limits of possibility and try, as best we can, to
create new institutions which will expand these limits themselves. In
doing so we not only envision real utopias, but contribute to making
utopias real.
In his detailed arguments for what he calls “real utopias,” Wright reminds us
that “Social institutions can be designed in ways that eliminate forms of
oppression that thwart human aspirations towards living fulﬁlling and
meaningful lives. The central task of emancipatory politics is to create such
social institutions.”21
My own position, and that of so many other committed people here and
elsewhere, can perhaps be characterized as optimism with no illusions
whatsoever. Thus, we can be and frequently are disappointed in the results
of the hard work of building an emancipatory politics in and through education. But we must actively refuse to be disillusioned. Raymond Williams
again provides wise words. As he says, “We must speak for hope, as long as
it doesn’t mean suppressing the danger.”22 As he goes on to say:23
It is only in a shared belief and insistence that there are practical alternatives that the balance of forces and chances begins to alter. Once the
inevitabilities are challenged, we can begin gathering our resources for a
journey of hope. If there are no easy answers there are still available
discoverable hard answers, and it is these that we can now learn to
make and share. This has been, from the beginning, the sense and
impulse of the long revolution.
The struggle for critical democracy in education is a key part of challenging
the “inevitabilities.” Let us continue to act. And I assure you that nothing
we face will diminish my own commitment to join you and so many
people throughout the world in such action.
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