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The Restitution of
“Questioning” and
Decolonization
Nassim Noroozi
Concordia University

The invitation to write for this issue of the
Journal of School & Society was itself in the form of
a question: “What does decolonization look like
in education and beyond?”
There was a reason why the invitation
revolved around a question. The questioning
format was not one option amongst many to
choose from (e.g., a phrase, a sentence, or a
question). It was so because I argue that
“restitution of questioning” is ultimately a
pressing decolonial struggle.
I must start with an important caveat about
why I used the word restitution as it relates to
questioning—even though I am aware that
coupling the two (restitution and questioning) can be
assumed as problematic: with people attenuated
by traumatic pasts and with lands occupied and
marred, restitution of questioning does not only
sound non-urgent, but frivolous: a trivial task out
of privilege, edging more to lacking in sense, and,
perhaps, resulting in an understandable shaking
of the head.
Restituting inquiry is therefore not
immediately categorized as an urgent struggle
because we are to allocate—rightly—every
resource possible to cause awareness about the
Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of
Human Rights,” Revista Crítica De Ciências Sociais 114,
(2017), 117–136. Frantz Fanon, Frantz, Black Skin, White
Masks (London, UK: Pluto Press, 1967).
2 Eve Tuck & K. Wayne Yang "Decolonization is not a
Metaphor," Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 1,
no. 1 (2012).
1
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very snatched lands and resources: we are not
dealing with “metaphorical” struggles, so to
speak. It is true that decolonial thinkers have
assigned an important role to questioning.1
However, and in comparison with the struggle
for material and land restitution, the restitution
of questioning seems to encompass that very
metaphorical essence that scholars have
cautioned us against.2 Understandably, we are
dealing with distinct urgencies that leave us no
choice except to prioritize matter over mind, and
put the restitution of material urgencies—
rightly—on the top. (Later on, we will see why it
is not valid to assume questioning as
metaphorical.)
Bringing up this caveat is not an analytical
formality to be mentioned so as to disarm
potential objections. It can itself be the
continuation of a colonial codification of the
world. Head-shaking or assuming from the
beginning that “restitution of questioning is a
potentially figurative undertaking and therefore
harmful to our struggle” can mean that in our
formulating of the struggle, answers have priority
over real questions or are preliminary to them
(again, despite the understandable urgency of
prioritizing struggles). Still, what if assuming
questions or assuming their restitution as “not
pivotal and urgent to decolonization” would be
along the lines of colonial thinking?
The importance of restitution of questioning
gets manifested if we start our discussion from
the following premise: it was the answers that,
amongst other things,3 bulldozed, set in motion,
or steamrolled colonialism and its exploitations.
To put it more specifically, colonialism was
preliminarily premised on answers that preceded
Nassim Noroozi, “Decolonial Philosophy and
Education,” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education, ed.
George Noblit (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press,
2016).
3

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 1-10
©Author(s) 2021

their questions in one way or another, or
premised on answers that were camouflaged as
questions. Once this is illustrated, then we might
get a glimpse as to why the restitution of
questioning becomes an ultimate and pressing
struggle for decolonization. Answers being the
preliminary modes through which colonialism
proliferated—or according to which colonial
inquiries were created and expanded upon in
debate—sounds like a grand claim. Especially
since, as we will see, it is the questions that have
become classical debate points.4

It was the answers that,
amongst other things,
bulldozed, set in motion, or
steamrolled colonialism and its
exploitations.
For this context, we define “preliminary” as
foundational, initiating, determining, and that
which identifies the threshold and scope of the
questions that were created by the encounters of
the European conquesters with the rest of the
world. Now that we have defined “preliminary,”
we can move on to the problem of “answers
being preliminary to colonialism” in the
following way, and with the help of Derrida’s
concern about “questions”: when and if X
determines and is articulated in the syntax of a
question in an encounter with the new. X can be
one particular definition of a concept which is
presented as the ideal and all-encompassing
definition of that concept, and therefore
presumed as an ideal answer. Therefore,
whatever does not correspond to X would be
assumed problematic.
In the following discussion, I draw upon Lewis Hanke,
All Mankind is One: A Study of the Disputation between
Bartolomé de Las Casas and Juan Ginés de Sepulveda in 1550 on
the Intellectual and Religious Capacity of the American Indians
(DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 1994).
4
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To demonstrate how this problem
contributed to colonialism, we will look at two
case of questions that were fundamental in
shaping colonial legacies and struggles. We will
see how, in each case, X is articulated in the
syntaxes of the questions and were preliminary to
them.

First Case of Colonial Questions:
“Are the Amerindians Human
Beings?”
This first question was asked by an infamous
conquester, Fernandez de Oviedo. To see how
an answer had been preliminary to it, we can start
with Enrique Dussel’s commentary on the
question: “The [European philosopher] asked,
along with Fernández de Oviedo, "are the
Amerindians human beings?" That is, “are they
Europeans, and therefore rational animals?”5
Inquiries about whether or not Indigenous
people have souls and are therefore human
requires as one of the premises of the question
to leave the Native American definition of
humanity outside the [European] definitions of
humanity: or, at the very least, it requires a certain
suspicion of the opinions that consider them
inside this concept. Here, X is present in the
following form: the ultimate “civilized human”
being the European one. X is thus preliminary to
the question about the Amerindian human
beings: it has initiated it, it has been formative in
the structure of the question. Here, the European
definition of the human seems to be “an answer
that has already initiated itself beneath the mask
of the question”6 about the encountered human
beings.
The actual quote is much more layered and had to
adapted for my purposes. See Enrique Dussel, Philosophy
of Liberation, trans. Aquila Martinez and Christine
Morkovsky (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1985), 2.
6 See Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan
Bass (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1978).
5
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Dussel also astutely notes the destructive role
of the answers. In Dussel’s interpretation,
however, the answer is assumed as having been
created in response to the question, as he expands
on the consequences of this very response:
The theoretical response was of little
importance. We are still suffering from the
practical response. The Amerindians were
suited to forced labor; if not irrational, then
at least they were brutish, wild,
underdeveloped, uncultured because they did
not have the culture of the center [Europe].7
Dussel identifies a linear scope while expanding
on Oviedo’s question and examining it
accordingly: the Amerindians were forced to
labour because—as a consequence—of them not
being assumed as rational Europeans after the
thinker-conquesters asked the question.
However, this was a fraudulent question
from the beginning—one whose answer initiated
and formed its format. That the Amerindians
were robbed of lands and forced to become
enslaved has to do more with the “concept of the
European human as ideal” and as preliminary to
their questions upon the encounter. It was not
the answer whose practical results we suffered
from.
It was the fraudulent question whose legacy
is haunting us to this date.

Jacque Derrida, Specters of Marx, trans. Peggy Kamuf
(New York, NY: Routledge, 1993).
7 Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 2.

3

Second Case of Colonial
Questions: “Should Indians be
Educated?” “How Much Should
They Be Educated?” “Are They
Becoming Too Educated”?
The second set of questions that were formative
in the solidification of colonialism was asked by
those who implemented and imagined
educational policies.
Hanke touches on one such question that
was “hotly debated in Mexico” in the sixteenth
century: “whether the Indian should be given
higher education.”8 For example, when an Indian
seminary opened by the Franciscans at
Tlatelolco:
The Spaniards and the monks of other
Orders who witnessed the founding of this
institution laughed loudly and jeered at us,
thinking it beyond all doubt that no one could be
clever enough to teach grammar to people of
such small aptitude. But, after we had worked
with them for two or three years, they had
attained such a thorough knowledge of
grammar that they understood, spoke, and
wrote Latin, and even composed heroic
verses [in it]. The Spaniards, both laymen and
priests, were astonished. When the laymen
and the clergy were convinced that the
Indians were making progress and were
capable of progressing still more, they began
to raise objections and oppose the enterprise.
One of the Spaniards in Mexico who most
vociferously opposed the friars in their work
of higher education was Geronimo Lopez; he
regarded teaching Indians to read and write
as "very dangerous.”9

8
9

Hanke, All Mankind is One, 22.
Emphases added. Hanke, All Mankind is One, 62, 63.
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This time the scope of X is a bit broader than the
previous case, as it also assumes the European
languages and religion as optimal ones for the
concept of Language and Religion. Along the
European concept of humanity, these are also
preliminary to, and articulated in, the syntax of
the questions about imagining the ideal
education for the non-European.

Fraudulent questions that
were preceded by “the
hypocrisy of an answer” can
be seen as having determined
the legacy of colonialism in
education.
The indigenous is not fully human according
to the European definition of humanity, “the
chances of them becoming Christians are
therefore slight or non-existent.”10 For some of
the thinker-conquesters, the indigenous are of
small aptitude. They are not “thinking, rational
beings” like the conquesters. Educating for
autonomy or for furtherance of knowledge is
therefore considered as too much education. A
specific structure is thus formed for the question:
whether they are receiving “too much education.”
No wonder these debates resulted in answers
that became policies such as the following: “the
Indian cannot go out from school, making his
own way and compete with the white man . . . He
has not the physical, mental or moral get-up to
enable him to compete.”11
In the case of education, the idea of the
externality of the Amerindian from the definition
of humanity makes another spectre to be formed
and to subsequently haunt the format of the
Hanke, All Mankind is One, 4.
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada,
They Came for the Children: Canada, Aboriginal Peoples, and
Residential Schools (Winnipeg, MB: Truth and
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2012), 43.
10

11
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question: the idea of organicist mode of
knowledge. Society as an organic structure has
parts that are related to one another according to
the same rules of the hierarchy between the
organs in a (human) body. “Where there exists a
part ruling the rest (the brain)—though it cannot
expunge them in order to exist—the rest (in
particular the extremities) cannot exist without
being subordinately related to the ruling part of the
organism.”12
Quijano thus sees an organicist spectre
influencing the categorizing of world knowledges
by the European:
in the Europe of the Enlightenment the
categories of “humanity” and “society” did
not extend to the non-Western peoples, or
only in a formal way, in the sense that such
recognition had no practical effects. In any
case, in accord with the organic image of
reality, the ruling part, the brain of the total
organism, was Europe, and in every
colonized part of the world, the Europeans.13
Quijano’s elaboration helps us see how this
organicist view is precisely preliminary to the
creation of specific questions about educating
the colonized: “In 1917 an Indian Affairs official
questioned whether the Fort Providence school
in the North-West Territories was giving
students too much education. How much time,
he wondered, was needed to give children
‘sufficient education to fear God, honour the
King, and respect the laws of the country.’”14

Emphasis added. Anibal Quijano, “Coloniality and
Modernity/Rationality,” Cultural Studies 21, no. 2-3
(2007): 176.
13 Quijano, “Coloniality and Modernity/Rationality,” 30.
14 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada,
They Came for the Children, 44.
12
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European knowledge is the head and brains
that is supposed to be considered as the optimal
output of education. The non-Europeans (the
other, non-head organs) are supposed to see it as
ideal, yet they are never to be given full access to
it because they are subordinate. The European
knowledge is to be a “mystified image” of
colonizers’ “own patterns of producing
knowledge and meaning” for the colonized. The
mystification entails, firstly, a placing of “these
patterns far out of reach of the dominated” and
then, later, teaching them partially and
selectively.15

Quick conclusions and
unethical answers were both
necessary means to justify and
sustain colonial violence.
It is the European definition of humanity
that supplies and justifies an organicist mode of
knowledge. The colonized, the non-European,
and therefore the definition of the thinking human
haunts the process of conceiving the questions
and colonial educational policies: “Reed, a future
deputy minister of Indian Affairs, wrote that
residential school children should not be
educated to “earn their bread by brain-work
rather than by manual labour.”16
Fraudulent questions that were preceded by
“the hypocrisy of an answer” can be seen as
having determined the legacy of colonialism in
education.

Quijano, “Coloniality and Modernity/Rationality,” 30.
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada,
They Came for the Children, 42.
17 Hanke, All Mankind is One.
18 For the following discussion, I draw upon Margaret
Kohn & Kavita Reddy, “Colonialism,” in The Stanford
15
16
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The Case of Colonial Questions
The European definition of human being, with
its characteristic component of externality—
leaving the non-European humans outside the
definition of the ideal human—contributed to
forming an amalgam of debatable questions.
Wonders that disturbed17 the inquirers about the
nature of the newly encountered humans did not
stay at the level of epistemic agitation, nor did it
merely determine the makeup of the questions
about the nature of their being.
“What manner of beings were these Native
Americans?” This question had the idea of
externality (as X) overshadowing it and being
preliminary to it. The Amerindian being outside
the concept of the European idea of ideal human
allowed for quick conclusions in favour of the
conquesters, and allowed for composing
questions in a way that unethical or hypocritical
answers could exist amongst plausible answers.
Are we giving too much education? Should we keep
knowledge away from the colonized? The answer could
either be yes or no. And in actuality, the oftenaffirmative answers both created colonial
legacies in education and helped with
maintaining a colonial world order.
Quick conclusions and unethical answers
were both necessary means to justify and sustain
colonial violence. Answers molding the syntax of
the questions often had a particular trajectory for
thinkers. The “resulting theoretical innovations
played an important role in subsequent attempts
to justify the conquest of the Americas.”18
The following paragraph about the “Petrine
Mandate claim” can be categorized as one such
justificatory attempt:
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta (Fall
2017 Edition),
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/col
onialism.
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To care for the souls of Christ’s human flock
required Papal jurisdiction over temporal as
well as spiritual matters, and this control
extended to non-believers as well as believers
. . . Nonbelievers had legitimate dominion
over themselves and their property, but this
dominion was abrogated if they proved
incapable of governing themselves according
to principles that every reasonable person
would recognize. The Spanish quickly
concluded that the habits of the native
Americans, from nakedness to unwillingness
to labor to alleged cannibalism, clearly
demonstrated their inability to recognize
natural law. This account of native customs
was used to legitimize the enslavement of the
Indians, which the Spanish colonists insisted
was the only way to teach them civilization
and introduce them to Christianity.19
If they did not live on earth the way the
Christian Europeans did, then they were not
worthy to own the land they lived on.
Propositions or answers were thus created in the
interest of the conquester. Through a theoretical
innovation based on the question—“what
manner of being are these native Americans?”—
Amerindians were categorized as “unable to
recognize natural law” and unreasonable because
of their nakedness or unwillingness to labour.
The idea of the European as the ideal form of
existence determined the essence of justifying
enslavement: through quick conclusions.
It is important to note that humanitarian
interventions—due to the rise of the influence of
humanism amongst scholars in the church—did
affect the formation of inquiries among the
conquester-thinkers. Given the genocidal result
of Spanish “civilization”—the reduction of the
indigenous population of Hispaniola from
250,000 to 125000 in two decades of the Spanish
19
20

Kohn & Reddy, “Colonialism.”
Kohn & Reddy, “Colonialism.”
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rule—they began to question the very idea of a
civilizing mission.20

Restitution of questions other
than the fraudulent types is
urgent in these times.
The humanist interventions did modify the
spectre of answers and the nature of questions:
“Members of the Dominican order noted the
undertones of hypocrisy of enslaving the Indians
because of their alleged barbarity while practicing
a form of conquest, warfare, and slavery.”21
However, questioning the idea of a civilizing
mission did not lead to a radical change in
questioning, nor to moments when the question
is not yet influenced by the hypocrisy of an
answer. The spectre of “the European notion of
human and reason as natural forms of humanity
and rationality”22 determine the essence of
justifications and do not lead to genuine
questions that are essentially different from those
who initiated the conquest.
In fact, they further justify conquest and
domination after the humanist interventions.

Praying for Questions
The cases of colonial questions reveal two
problematic characteristics of the common type
of questioning that Derrida outlines: an answer
having been initiated beneath the mask of the
question, and the subsequent fraudulence of the
“question.”
Answers guised as questions gave us
colonialism and the current colonial world—or
at least set it in motion and sustained its injustice:
It may even be that these questions are not
philosophical, are not philosophy’s questions.
Nevertheless, these should be the only
21
22

Kohn & Reddy, “Colonialism.”
Kohn & Reddy, “Colonialism.”

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 1-10
©Author(s) 2021

questions today capable of founding the
community, within the world, of those who
are still called philosophers; and called such
in remembrance, at very least, of the fact that
these questions must be examined
unrelentingly, despite the diaspora of
institutes and languages, despite the
publications and techniques that follow on
each other, procreating and accumulating by
themselves, like capital or poverty. A
community of the question, therefore, within
that fragile moment when the question is not
yet determined enough for the hypocrisy of
an answer to have already initiated itself
beneath the mask of the question, and not yet
determined enough for its voice to have been
already and fraudulently articulated within
the very syntax of the question. A
community of decision, of initiative, of
absolute initiality, but also a threatened
community, in which the question has not yet
found the language it has decided to seek, is
not yet sure of its own possibility within the
community. A community of the question
about the possibility of the question.23
Derrida confronts us with the possibility that we
are partaking in colonial codifications and thus
continuing colonial trajectories of thinking if we
abide by fraudulent questions.
In this light, and after the lengthy
justification, it becomes clear why the invitation
to write for this issue of School & Society employed
a questioning format: it was a commitment to
counter colonialism in the sphere of thinking. In
this way, the “restitution of questioning” should
be deemed as an urgent undertaking if we are to
combat the sustenance of the unjust order of the
world. In fact, Derrida’s desired community of
Derrida, Writing and Difference, 98.
This applies to current times as well: those who are
the targets of constant plans to have their access to their
own resources and lands diminished by sanctions or
apartheids.
23

24
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inquirers might precisely be created out of
decolonial apprehensions. Perhaps restitution of
questioning should be undertaken by thinkers
whose lands have been stolen, whose people
have been enslaved, whose resources are being
or have been snatched—all through fraudulent
questioning.24
Restitution of questions other than the

One should wonder whether
sanctions and coups—
sometimes claimed that they
are carried out in the name of
democracy
and human rights—are in fact
penalties for standing up
against the colonizer and
obstructing their greed for
unhinged to one’s resources.
fraudulent types is urgent in these times. When
land grabs, residential schools, and alternate
modes of colonialism—like sanctions—have
contributed to existential fatigue, or in times of a
pandemic when withholding the lifting of US
sanctions is contributing to a silent genocide in
Iran.25 Perhaps the primary task for us is to drag
our tired thoughts and bodies—exhausted by
constant exposure to financial instabilities or
traumas caused by manifold losses—and wrench
them away from fraudulent questions.
Derrida’s point can perhaps also help us
demonstrate that metaphorization is along the
lines of answers, not questions, and that
affiliating questions with metaphorization is
wrong. When non-indigenous people use
25 See:
https://www.humanrightspulse.com/mastercontentblog
/sanctions-during-a-global-pandemic.
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decolonization in a metaphorical sense (e.g.,
decolonizing food, decolonizing technology),
they seem to already come to the zone of
decolonial thought with answers and solutions.
Even worse, these solutions might often not
address the core struggles of the colonized (e.g.,
occupied lands or snatched resources), or they
might address issues that will not benefit those
whose lands, resources, and livelihoods have
been taken away.
Questions that do not have answers as
preliminary to them might not have their
grounds created yet. But that is not to deter us
from undertaking genuine questioning. Perhaps
it is time to ask awkward questions:
a) whether abandoning a peace deal (like the
JCPOA nuclear deal which lifted sanctions
on Iran) was a continuation of the breaking
of treaties that were signed between the
colonizer and the colonized.
b) whether binding means different things to
different people.
c) whether contracts are in fact perceived as
“abnegatable
entities,”
“things-to-beabnegated,” or “things-whose-abnegationsare-justified by the colonizer.”
d) whether it is not a stretch to fathom that
contracts are another form of colonial deceit
because the colonizer assumes them as
“things-to-be-abnegated”
from
the
beginning, even though the word “binding”
is included in them: whether treaties and
deals and promises are to be assumed on part
of the colonizer as things to be broken,
perverted, rescinded, or dissolved.
26 See: https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/usrestricts-iranian-fm-zarif-movement-just-six-blocks-newyork.
27 See:
https://www.npr.org/2019/01/31/690363402/how-thecia-overthrew-irans-democracy-in-four-days.
28 I am thankful to Dr. Barzin Jafartash, who provided
extra information on how sanctions would mean losing

8

e) whether “travesty” is incorporated in the
colonizer’s idea of “the treaty.”
f) whether sanctions—as the practice of
“prohibiting to trade what one has in
exchange for what one needs”—are new
restrictive forms of dominations, a
continuation of a restrictive mode of
colonialism.
g) whether the United States’ “imposing
restrictions on the movement of Iranian
Foreign Minister’s to just six city blocks
when he attended a meeting at the United
Nations headquarters in New York”26 was
precisely because he was asking genuine
questions.
h) whether the US-sponsored overthrow of
the democratic,27 anti-colonial Iranian
government was first and foremost because
the government used legal frameworks from
the colonizer to disqualify their claims to
land28 or to delegitimate their logic of settling
and enjoying the resources.
Asking new questions can mean looking at coups
and sanctions in new lights. Again, take the 1953
coup in Iran where the first democraticallyelected prime minister—who nationalized the oil
and kicked the British settlers out—was
overthrown with the help of the British and the
CIA: one should wonder whether sanctions and
coups—sometimes claimed that they are carried
out in the name of democracy and human
rights—are in fact penalties for standing up
against the colonizer and obstructing their greed
for unhinged access to one’s resources.29

access to one’s resources, and how the JCPOA deal was
translated as the end of certain hardships for the Iranian
people.
29 See:
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/library/
world/mideast/041600iran-couptimeline.html?mcubz=3.
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Perhaps one should wonder why is it that,
even after the travesty of treaties and withdrawals
from the deals, the “treaty-abnegatorconquester” are still presumed as the civilized
polite beings over the ones who have remained
committed to contracts that oblige them to share
a land that was theirs prior to the settlers arrival,
or why a peculiar smiling politeness can always
dupe us into assuming that the colonizer is still
the more civilized one, even though he was the
one who broke the treaties in an uncivilized
manner:
American “Justice”
At times
They were kind
They were polite in their sophistication
smiling but never too loudly acting in a
civilized manner
an illusion of gentleness
always fighting to get their way … At times
they were kind they were polite but never
honest.30
Perhaps this is what Fanon was trying to tell us
when he finished his book with an odd prayer:
“My final prayer: O my body, make of me always
a man who questions!”31
The restitution of questioning: one should
not bow down to colonial codifications that gave
us the current world: answers disguised as
questions.

In This Issue
In this edition of the journal, efforts were put to
ensure more than half of the essays reflect these
fragile moments of questioning.
B. B. North’s thought-provoking piece
argues that Indigenous Education can and
30 This poem is by John Trudell and can be found in
Ward Churchill, Struggle for the Land: Native North American

9

should serve as a standard case in educational
ethics, and that philosophy should be explicitly
endorsed as an educational aim. North’s piece is
a calling upon the ethical responsibilities of all
who work in the field of education—and a
summons to other practitioners in the field of
philosophy and education.

How hard is it to ask these
difficult questions whose
syntaxes are not already
articulated by answers? Why do
they contribute to somatic
pains when one tries to write
them?
We should read North’s paper, read the logic
of his thesis on educational ethics, yet also trace
the absent inquiries in his text. Questions were
exchanged between him and I at a late-night
discussion at a bar at a conference, and plans
were made to write about them—but, again,
these questions were too close to us, and we were
prevented us from doing so. Perhaps we should
read North’s thought-provoking piece as one
written to hide other pains—those directly
related to the colonized. Colonial traumas that
are perhaps too close to home to be touched and
expanded upon. Be on the watch to read his
future works—works in which we might ask,
together, whether it is our job to forget
colonialism and its dark legacies so to be able to
survive as non-colonizers?
How hard is it to ask these difficult questions
whose syntaxes are not already articulated by
answers? Why do they contribute to somatic
pains when one tries to write them?
One favourite question for me is asked by
Tharonhianén:te Barnes: whether it is already too
Resistance to Genocide, Ecocide, and Colonization (San
Francisco, CA: City Lights Books, 2002), 403.
31 Fanon, Black Skins White Masks, 181.
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late to decolonize, even when the academy and
progressive discourses are trying to outpace one
another to sound ethical and up to date by
constantly trying to engage in the act of
suggesting ways to indigenize or decolonize the
academy or the world. It is not a coincidence that
Barnes’ piece provides us with an incredibly
dismal question—though one that is far from
fraudulent. Barnes’ question has always been, for
me, that very threatened question within the
community. Like North and myself, Barnes also
sees how pivotal it is to shed the chains of
answers
from
the
questions
about
decolonization: I read his piece, imagine the
empowering force of this question, and compare
it with the metaphorical answers, and secretly
pride myself in thinking that this question was a
result of difficult class discussions in autumn
afternoons.
J. Edward Hackett’s question—does
decolonizing philosophy entail looking at
philosophy as world literature?—has, by far,
been one of the most authentic questions that
has been asked by a non-indigenous person in
this volume. Hackett writes that we should teach
philosophy as a type of world literature—with as
much width and breadth as we find in our literary
brothers and sisters in the other humanities. He
argues that philosophers should consider that
philosophy is truly the appreciation of wisdom—
just as our colleagues in literature would strive to
cultivate appreciation for diverse works of
literature. Hackett’s piece makes us think about
how the world would have been different had
this question been the question of conquesterthinkers.
These contributions and the many others of
this volume could not have been fathomed
without the editor of the Journal of School & Society
and his commitment to addressing the struggle
of decolonization. Kyle’s mindfulness about this
cause being a particular one allowed me to take
over even when he would not agree with some
directions were to me signs of authentic alliance.

10

Beyond this alliance, Kyle’s heartwarming
support when he—alongside myself—was
targeted online by pro-sanctions groups because
of my public engagement on the issue is a sign of
him being an accomplice and no longer just an
ally, as he shared the burdens and hassles of
decolonial struggles. I am thankful beyond
words.
I don’t know what to write about our other
wonderful editor, B. B. (Buddy) North, except
my utter gratitude for the time and insights he
provided throughout this project. There are
many more thinking projects, many more latenight conversations, and many difficult yet
pressing questions that are impatiently awaiting
us.
Without Charles Mills’ piercing observations
about the eurocentrism of Western political
philosophy, the edition would be lacking in
foundation. Without Charles Mills, decolonial
thought would have been missing a fundamental
pillar. I am forever indebted to his mentorship
and his presence in this world.
Lastly, in the student contributions, we see
the results of our often-grueling attempts to
restitute questions in classes of philosophy of
education. I am thankful to all those who
persevered through the discomfort of “ridding
ourselves of answers.” Not only have they
contributed to this, they made me think more in
depth. I am indebted to them all.
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Decolonizing Western
Political Philosophy1
Charles W. Mills
Northwestern University, USA

The past few decades have seen a wave of
decolonization in the Western academy.
Across a wide array of disciplines—
anthropology, cultural studies, education,
geography, history, international relations, law,
above all, perhaps, literature—we have witnessed
at least the beginnings (and sometimes much
more) of a self-conscious rethinking and
reorientation of the subject in the light of its past
complicity, direct or indirect, with the colonial
project. The critical scrutiny of the origins and
evolution of the discipline in question; the
examination of its overarching narratives, key
assumptions, hegemonic frameworks, defining
texts; the seeking out of the oppositional voices
of traditionally excluded others; and the felt
imperative of revisioning and restructuring it in
the light of its problematic past, have been a
common feature in a range of subjects. But the
rate of progress has not been uniform. I want to
suggest that in Western political philosophy in
particular, the decolonizing enterprise has a long
way to go, indeed in some respects has barely
begun. In political theory—the theory wing of
political science—much has been done, but
political philosophy—the work done by
philosophers—lags significantly and seriously
behind.
This essay was first presented as a paper at the “Political
Modernity in the 21st Century” conference at the
University of Barcelona, Feb. 20-22, 2012, sponsored by
the TRAMOD (Trajectories of Modernity: Comparing
Non-European and European Varieties) Research
Project. I would like to thank the European Commission
for funding, and Gerard Rosich and Peter Wagner both
1
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Consider the standard Anglo-American
narrative, which can be found in any
introductory textbook or encyclopedia entry.
After a glorious, two thousand-plus-years history
of grand theory, Western political philosophy fell
into the doldrums by the late nineteenth century,
and approached its final demise by the middle of
the twentieth century. More than one article of
the time actually pronounced it dead, the victim
jointly of noncognitivism in ethics and nondissensus in the world. (This world, it will be
appreciated, was a pretty small one.) Insofar as
political philosophy was focused on normative
matters, there were no normative claims to be
made that achieved propositional status, just
disguised commands and emotive utterances.
But in any case, with the 1950s’ “end of
ideology,”
and
the
discrediting
of
“totalitarianisms” of the left and the right, all was
so obviously well with the postwar liberaldemocratic Western world that no grand
reconstructive normative claims really needed to
be made in the first place. The revived traditional
Anglo conception of philosophy as humble
“underlaborer,” the Wittgensteinian view of
philosophy as a tool that “leaves everything as it
is,” diminished the discipline’s role to a kind of
housecleaning. Thus in his editor’s introduction
to a 1967 Oxford anthology on political
philosophy, Anthony Quinton suggests that the
works of the “great tradition” are, by
contemporary standards, “methodologically very
impure.” The proper subject of philosophy is
“conceptual reasonings,” which are a secondorder “classifying and analyzing [of] the terms,
statements and arguments of the substantive,

for the invitation and for their comments on the original
draft, which have undoubtedly significantly improved it.
Another version of this essay was published in New
Political Science: Charles W. Mills, “Decolonizing
Western Political Philosophy,” New Political Science 37,
no.1. (2015), 1-24.

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 11-34
©Author(s) 2021

first-order disciplines.”2 Political philosophy
would then just be the application of these
principles to political affairs, which meant the
transfer to political science of social-scientific
factual/descriptive matters, and the deportation
to the degraded realm of “ideology” of
prescriptive recommendations about “ideal
ends.” It followed that the classic texts that
defined the tradition were, ironically, “too allinclusive to count as works of political
philosophy, strictly so-called.”3 (Unfortunately, it
was necessary to destroy the tradition in order to
save it . . .) Bidding farewell to the sweeping
holistic visions of the past, political philosophy
proper had become a modest matter of linguistic
analysis, such as how “sovereignty” or
“authority” should be parsed.
A sign of this change in the way the subject
is conceived has been the apparent peteringout of the great tradition. Surveys of the
history of political thought either come to an
end with Marx and Mill in the midnineteenth century or they wind up with
apologetic chapters on the major ideological
movements of the most recent period . . .
Analytic philosophers have paid little
attention to those problems of political
theory that do fall within their recognized
field of interest . . . It has been widely held,
indeed, that there really is no such subject as
political philosophy apart from the negative
business of revealing the conceptual errors
and methodological misunderstandings of
those who have addressed themselves in a
very general way to political issues . . . A solid
testimony to the width of this conviction has
been the near-unanimity with which analytic
philosophers have, until very recently,
Anthony Quinton, Introduction to Political Philosophy,
ed. A. Quinton (New York, NY: Oxford University
Press, 1967), 1.
3 Quinton, Political Philosophy, 2.
2

12

avoided the subject altogether. Of course the
great tradition of political thought remains an
important object of study in its own right.
But to study its members is only marginally
to continue the work they were doing.4
From this standpoint, then, political
philosophy proper was restricted to secondorder conceptual analysis (and there was little
interest in doing even that), ruling out any
substantive normative claims about the
reordering of society. No wonder, given this
unpromising diagnosis, that the opening
sentence of the very first essay in Quinton’s
collection, John Plamenatz’s “The Use of
Political Theory” (1960), begins by reporting the
widespread judgment that “the subject is dead or
sadly diminished in importance.”5

Rawls revived social contract
theory in an explicitly
hypothetical form, eliminating
any lingering aroma of uranthropology by making it a
“device of representation” for
getting at principles of justice
for the “basic structure” of
society.
What a change we have seen in the
intervening half a century! Today analytic
political philosophy is one of the healthiest subsections of the discipline, with numerous articles,
books, journals, reference companions,
conferences and guidebooks dedicated to its
themes, and the ambit of its concern not merely
not shrinking at “ideological” pronouncements
Quinton, Political Philosophy, 2-3.
John Plamenatz, “The Use of Political Theory,” in
Political Philosophy, ed. A. Quinton (New York, NY:
Oxford University Press, 1967), 19.
4
5
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about the polity as a whole, but indeed boldly
extending them to the entire planet. It is, of
course, John Rawls’s 1971 A Theory of Justice that
is normally given the credit for this Lazarus-like
resurrection, though Brian Barry’s earlier 1965
Political Argument sometimes gets a nod also.6
Rawls revived social contract theory in an
explicitly hypothetical form, eliminating any
lingering aroma of ur-anthropology by making it
a “device of representation” for getting at
principles of justice for the “basic structure” of
society. In the process, he showed AngloAmerican skeptics that “grand theory” in
political philosophy was indeed still possible, that
substantive moral claims could be given a
rationalist cognitivist foundation—politically
constructivist if not metaphysically moral
realist—and that the resources of economics and
rational choice theory could be drawn upon in an
exciting synthesis of ethics and social science.
What would have been classified by Quinton as
“methodological impurity” and “ideology” in
1967 were embraced only a few years later by a
book that saw itself as a respectable part of the
analytic Anglo-American tradition.
Four decades on, Rawls’s text has been
translated into more than 30 languages, and A
Theory of Justice and his later work are the subject
of a vast secondary literature whose indexing
would constitute a book in itself.7 Moreover,
apart from reviving both Anglo-American
political philosophy and social contract theory,
Rawls reoriented the field, so that the
adjudication of social justice rather than the
justification of political obligation became the
main point of the subject. The battlefront of
debate was thus competing normative
perspectives on justice, whether utilitarians
counterattacking Rawls to defend their theory
against his criticisms, libertarians arguing for

Lockean entitlements and property rights that
precluded
Rawlsian
social-democratic
redistribution, egalitarians seeking to push Rawls
further to the left, or communitarians trying to
exorcise the ghostly and disembodied individuals
they found in Rawls’s contractarian cast of
characters.
Correspondingly,
with
the
discrediting of second-order hauteur about the
appropriate purview of the subject, the tradition
itself gained a renewed significance as a source of
first-order theoretical (not just “ideological”)
insight as against mere antiquarian study.
Contemporary work is thus informed by and in a
lively dialogue with the work of the past.
For political theorists in other traditions
equally legitimately designated “Western,” of
course, this narrative is a tendentious one. From
their perspective, no dramatic 1970s deathbed
resurrection of political philosophy was
necessary because only a very narrow Angloanalytic conception of the field had been on its
deathbed in the first place (and whose
consummation was, in any case, perhaps more
devoutly to be wished than mourned!). Certainly
for the Marxist tradition, the dismissal as mere
“ideology” in Quinton’s sense—
or perhaps as mere hackwork not creatively
developing historical materialism—of texts by
Marx’s successors from the late 19th
century/early 20th century onward such as
Labriola,
Plekhanov,
Kautsky,
Lenin,
Luxemburg, Trotsky, Bukharin, Gramsci, the
Frankfurt School, Althusser et al. would, for
them, have just confirmed the parti pris essence
of a bourgeois political categorization
masquerading as a neutral and apolitical
assessment. Grand theory was indeed still being
produced—it was just that it was saying things
mainstream right-wing liberal theory didn’t want
to hear. Moreover, apart from the Western (the

John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1971); Brian Barry, Political
Argument (New York, NY: Humanities Press, 1971).

7

6

Samuel Freeman, Rawls (New York, NY: Routledge,
2007), x; Percy B. Lehning, John Rawls: An Introduction
(New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
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“West” here as the “North”) Marxist tradition,
orthodox conceptions of the polity and political
one would also have to take into account the
power in the work of Foucault and Derrida.
work of Sartre, who, though not a political
Whether in the Anglo-American or the
philosopher, developed a philosophical position
Continental branches, then, the grand Western
with political implications, as well as frequently
tradition is alive and well. But my claim would be,
intervening directly in the debates of the day, for
as emphasized at the start, that this resurrection
example in the 1950s
(if the need for and fact of a
controversies
about This resurrection (if the need
resurrection is conceded)
Soviet repression and
has not been accompanied
for
and
fact
of
a
resurrection
the exact nature of the
by the systematic postSoviet state, or in his
colonial,
anti-colonial
is conceded) has not been
militant stance against
rethinking
of
the
subject to
accompanied by the
the Algerian War and
be found in other branches
systematic post-colonial,
his subsequent antiof the academy. Yet in
colonial
activism.
bodies of thought like
anti-colonial rethinking of
Simone de Beauvoir’s
Marxism and specific
the subject to be found in
The Second Sex, first
theorists like (in very
other
branches
of
the
published in 1949, has a
different ways) Arendt,
claim to be considered
Sartre, and Foucault, or,
academy.
the most important
going back to earlier
feminist text of the twentieth century, and thus a
elements in the liberal tradition, what Jonathan
landmark in feminist political philosophy.8 In the
Israel calls the “radical Enlightenment” of
United States, John Dewey’s socially and
Diderot, Raynal, and the Encyclopédistes,9 it is not
politically engaged pragmatism, so influential in
merely that resources for anti-colonial critiques
the 1920s-40s, was not to be ignored, nor, in
can be found but that they have in fact already
quite a different key, the postwar writings of the
been made. The longstanding existence of an
German exile Hannah Arendt. So the Anglooppositional strain of anti-imperial political
analytic picture is a misleading one, a testimony
theory authored by thinkers of the West
to a particular narrow vision of the field rather
themselves, that has been both drawn upon and
than a comprehensive assessment. And though
contested by those forcibly incorporated into the
Marxism in its classical form may now be dead
West, must also be recognized and brought back
or severely diminished both as an intellectual and
to the discipline’s self-conscious awareness.
a political force, along with existentialism, the
Many of these subversive contestations have
critical theory that takes its inspiration in
themselves likewise been forgotten, so that the
significant measure from Marxism is, in the work
tradition seems more monolithically imperial
of Habermas, Honneth, and many others, today
than it actually is,10 and these hegemonic
thriving as, of course, is the challenge to
assumptions, unchallenged, continue to shape
the debates of the present, especially given the
Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York, NY:
Knopf, 1952).
9 See Jonathan I. Israel’s massive three-volume study:
Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity
1650-1750 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press,
2001); Enlightenment Contested: Philosophy, Modernity, and the
8

Emancipation of Man 1670-1752 (New York, NY: Oxford
University Press, 2006); Democratic Enlightenment:
Philosophy, Revolution, and Human Rights 1750-1790 (New
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2011).
10 See, for example, Sankar Muthu, Enlightenment against
Empire (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003).
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collapse of “Third Worldism” and the attempts
to find alternatives to incorporation into the
capitalist world-system. In this article, I want to
identify and argue for the reconsideration of
some of the key framings of the field as legacies
of the colonial heritage that need to be rejected,
so it can be constituted on a new basis.

Redressing the Exclusions of the
Canon
To begin with the most obvious point: the
tradition continues to be conceived of
exclusively or largely as a monologue coming
from the European West, the white West, with
little or no thought being given to the possible
need to consider the replies to these diktats from
the West’s nonwhite “Others”—or, indeed,
whether the very geography of the “West” may
need to be remapped. Again, it is the standard
reference work that is most useful for illustrating
this point, since it is here that we are being given
the official cartography of the field.
Consider, for example, Blackwell’s Companion
to Contemporary Political Philosophy, which originally
appeared as a single volume in 1993, and was
later expanded and re-issued in two volumes in
2007.11 At nearly 900 pages in a small font, it
contains 55 chapters: nine “Disciplinary
Contributions,” eight “Major Ideologies,” and
thirty-eight “Special Topics.” Philip Pettit’s
essay, “Analytical Philosophy,” opens the
“Disciplinary Contributions” section and sets the
theoretical stage for the Anglo-American
account. Writing a quarter-century after
Quinton, Pettit basically repeats Quinton’s white
and Eurocentric picture of the field, asserting
that from the late nineteenth century to the
Philip Pettit, “Analytical Philosophy,” in A Companion
to Contemporary Political Philosophy (vol. 2), ed. Robert E.
Goodin, Philip Pettit, and Thomas Pogge (Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 2007).
12 Pettit, “Analytical Philosophy,” 6.
11
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1950s, “political philosophy ceased to be an area
of active exploration . . . there was little or
nothing of significance published in political
philosophy.”12 Now this is, of course, precisely
the period in which the anti-colonial movement
across the world is gathering momentum, and in
the post-bellum United States black activists are
beginning the long battle (still not complete) to
make their country live up to the promise of the
Thirteenth,
Fourteenth,
and
Fifteenth
Amendments. But for Pettit, none of the texts
produced by these global political struggles—
work by people like Martí, Gandhi, Douglass,
Sun Yat-Sen, Garvey, Du Bois, Fanon—merit
inclusion, whether because they are insufficiently
analytic, non-Western, or simply unworthy of the
designation of political philosophy.
Nor is it just a matter of narrow analytic
philosophers with an unjustifiably restrictive
conception of the discipline, however. The
succeeding essay by David West, “Continental
Philosophy,” is only marginally better.13 For the
same time period that is Pettit’s reference point
(late nineteenth century onwards), West ranges
over the Frankfurt School (Horkheimer,
Adorno, Marcuse); Habermasian discourse
ethics; existentialism (Kierkegaard, Nietzsche,
Sartre, de Beauvoir, Camus); Heidegger and
Saussure; Foucault, Deleuze, and Derrida; and
Lyotard and postmodernism. Here at least there
is a brief mention of the nonwhite world, with
some references to Sartre’s and Camus’s
conflicting positions on the Algerian War. But
the challenge to the Marxism and critical theory
of the global North posed by the theorists of the
global South, the anti-imperialist problematic
and its possible reshaping of the cartography of

David West, “Continental Philosophy,” in A Companion
to Contemporary Political Philosophy (vol. 2), ed. Robert E.
Goodin, Philip Pettit, and Thomas Pogge (Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 2007).
13
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the political, the issues of race and ethnicity and
the only person of color included in the writings
how they might affect a conceptualization
of the modern period is Martin Luther King, Jr.,
foundationally based on classes and class
who is confined to the appendix.15 Likewise, the
struggle, the alternate periodization offered to
canonical blue-covered Cambridge series,
the European postmodern by the temporality of
Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought,
the non-European
whose aim it was16
postcolonial,
the
provide the
So neither from the Anglo-American to
notion
of
a
definitive editions,
nor the Continental viewpoint do
distinctively
black
with
the
existentialism
that
appropriate
global Euro-domination and the
would make the
scholarly
resistance to it figure as important
“absurdity” of white
apparatus, of “all
themes.
domination and the
the core texts in the
“dread”
and
Western political
“anguish” it produced theoretically central, are
tradition,” reached as far into the twentieth
not discussed. Postcolonial theory itself (Said,
century as Gramsci, comprising about 110
Spivak, Bhabha) gets only a single sentence.
volumes, but did not include a single non-white
So neither from the Anglo-American nor the
author. So the line-up of Western political
Continental viewpoint do global Eurothinkers is coextensive with the line-up of global
domination and the resistance to it figure as
political thinkers (Cahn), the line-up of Western
important themes. Unsurprisingly, then,
political thinkers is a white one (Cahn,
nowhere in the 55 essays and nearly 900 pages of
Cambridge), and the systemic critique of the
the text is there any sustained discussion of race,
West is generally denied “political” status.
racism, colonialism, imperialism, slavery, or the
Such a boundary policing is doubly
political struggles against them, let alone any
problematic. In the first place, even if there were
chapter
(whether
under
“Disciplinary
no political relationship between the West and
Contributions,” “Major Ideologies,” or “Special
the rest of the world, it defies credibility to think
Topics”) dedicated to the subject. We are being
that over this period of thousands of years, no
given a construction of the canon that limits the
non-Western thinker could have produced
issues and figures of political philosophy to the
anything worthy of political study. But in the
writings of Western political theorists (the West
second place, of course, it raises the question of
as the world), and not even any of those writings
how we are defining our terms. From modernity
that are auto-critical in solidarity with the nonup to the mid-twentieth century what we know
Western world.
as the “West” was a series of empires that, by the
Similarly, Steven Cahn’s huge collection for
beginnings of the twentieth century, jointly
Oxford (a massive 1200 pages), Classics of Political
occupied most of the planet. So from the modern
and Moral Philosophy, informs us in Cahn’s preface:
period onwards to the second half of the
“Here in one volume are the major writings from
twentieth century, Western political rule
14
nearly 2,500 years of political philosophy.” But
gradually extends over, and is contested by,
See the preface to Classics of Political and Moral Philosophy
(2nd ed.) ed. Steven M. Cahn (New York, NY: Oxford
University Press, 2012), vii.
15 Augustine the Berber of North Africa is included, but
assuming that race only comes into existence with
14

modernity, he would not have counted as being a person
of color in this period, which was raceless.
16 Apparently (personal communication) the funding for
the project ran out.
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people who, at least in this juridical sense, are
part of the West, if rarely given substantively (and
often not even nominally) equal rights within it.
The oppositional political texts they produce are
to that extent “Western” also, and can be
excluded only at the cost of admitting that the

17

the official framing of the United States as a
nation born out of an anti-colonial struggle, and
committed to opposition to European
imperialism in the Western hemisphere,
obfuscates the nation’s own intra-continental
imperial expansion, its manifest colonial destiny

The rethinking of modernity requires us to explore its dark
side, and how very differently it is experienced by those
denied its promise.
canon is constructed primarily of the
rationalizers of the existing order, not its
opponents. (If, pre-Rawls, the central question
for political philosophy has historically been the
justification for political obligation, think how
radically this question must be rethought for
those who never gave actual consent to being
incorporated into the polis in the first place. If,
post-Rawls, the central question for political
philosophy has become the justice or injustice of
the “basic structure” of the polis, think how
radically this question must be rethought for
those whose non-consent completely undercuts
the
contractarian
underpinnings
of
contemporary distributive justice theory,
demanding instead that rectificatory justice
should be our focus.) Marcus Garvey and
Mahatma Gandhi, by virtue of being Jamaican
and Indian, were subjects of the British Empire;
Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon, by virtue of
being Martinican, were citizens of overseas
France. In that sense, these are “Western”
political theorists, engaged in debate with the
Western polity imposed on them, even if onesidedly so, and getting no or little response.
Moreover, apart from work from the
overseas territories of the colonial empires, we
also need to consider the domestic empire of the
United States. Critics have long pointed out that

to swallow the land of the indigenous nations on
the North American continent itself. Black
nationalism, the political ideology distinctive to
the diasporic black tradition, conceptualizes
black Americans as a black nation subordinated
by the white one, raising questions, especially in
its pan-Africanist variant, about global Eurodomination. But even when variants of “white”
ideologies
are
being
advocated—black
liberalism, black conservatism, black Marxism—
the radical difference introduced by racial
subordination would still justify their
representative inclusion (as with white feminism,
which also comes in a range of variants, some
drawing on male-created originals, and which is
included in the Blackwell text). In the work of
David Walker, Martin Delany, Frederick
Douglass, W.E.B. Du Bois, James Baldwin and
many others, we find an alternative political
vision, the ghettoized black city in the shadows
challenging the shining white city on the hill.17
The growing body of work on these writers is not
merely seeking to establish their importance as
thinkers but to reclaim them as political theorists,
representatives of an emergent black tradition of
what has been called “Afro-modern political
thought” that includes anti-slavery, anti-Jim
Crow, and anti-imperialism.18 The segregation of
the official canon is itself the manifestation in

Stephen H. Marshall, The City on the Hill from Below: The
Crisis of Prophetic Black Politics (Philadelphia, PA: Temple
University Press, 2011).

18

17

Robert Gooding-Williams, In the Shadow of Du Bois:
Afro-Modern Political Thought in America (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2009).
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political philosophy of the “global color-line”
that, at the start of the twentieth century, Du
Bois pointed out in the world.19 That a century
after he wrote this philosophical color-line still
exists is perhaps the clearest testimony to the
unreconstructed nature of the discipline, its
failure to acknowledge its historical formation as
a body of theory increasingly influenced (in the
modern period) by the colonial experience. The
rethinking of modernity requires us to explore its
dark side, and how very differently it is
experienced by those denied its promise, by
those subjected, in different ways, to the moralpolitical hierarchies, anti-egalitarian ideologies,
and “absolutist” regimes putatively demolished
by the American and French Revolutions but
actually maintained or re-established on a racial
basis.20

Acknowledging the Imperial and
Racial Dimensions of the Canon
(While Recognizing its
Apostates)
What we have to do, then, is to expand the
current vocabulary of Western political
philosophy to admit colonial and imperial
domination as themselves political systems, not
merely national but global, and centrally
constituted by race.
For political philosophy, the central political
unit of the modern period is the nation-state,
which, in the Anglo-American field over the past
forty years, has primarily been conceptualized,
following Rawls, as the contractarian nationstate. So whether one is located in the former
colonizing polities, or the Euro-settler states
created by European expansionism, this concept
is supposed to constitute the common political
W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York,
NY: Penguin, 1989).
19

18

framework within which debates about political
philosophy are supposed to take place. But such
a concept cannot capture the crucial difference
between those polities which were the rulers and
those which were the ruled, nor the distinct
histories of colonizers and colonized, settlers and
indigenous, free and enslaved, in the colonial
world. To ignore this history and this set of
central political divisions in the name of an
abstraction ostensibly innocent only serves to
guarantee that the experience of the white
political subject, whether Europeans at home or
Europeans abroad, will be made the standardbearer of political modernity itself. It is to erase a
history of domination which needs to be
formally recognized as itself political and leaving
a political legacy that can only be properly
addressed through being acknowledged at the
abstract conceptual level at which philosophy
operates.
I suggest that political philosophy needs to
draw here on the growing body of oppositional
work in International Relations (IR) that is
challenging the Westphalian narrative. In the
introduction to her edited collection, Decolonizing
International Relations, Branwen Gruffydd Jones
summarizes this challenge:
The modern discipline of IR and its
twentieth-century trajectory is presented to
the newcomer in a huge number of
textbooks and compilations. What is
remarkably absent from IR’s self-presentation
. . . is awareness of its colonial and imperial
roots and context . . . Imperialism is
characterized by relations, doctrines, and
practices of exclusion; imperialism is the very
antithesis of universal international
recognition . . . The architects of IR’s selfconstruction not only have ignored the
Walter D. Mignolo, The Darker Side of European
Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial Options (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2011).
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imperial context of the discipline’s modern
The Westphalian narrative is, of course,
origins but also have self-consciously located
central to the post-Rawlsian literature, with its
IR’s heritage or canon in classical European
vocabulary of well-ordered societies, burdened
thought from ancient Greece through to the
societies, and outlaw states.22 But the political
Enlightenment—
and
economic
Thucydides,
that
Colonial rule is also racial rule, interrelations
Machiavelli, Bodin,
shaped the two poles of
a system that is not merely
Grotius, Hobbes,
the international order
Rousseau,
Kant, intra-national but international,
in
this
period,
Hegel, and so on.
exploitative
relations
and rationalized by political
These
thinkers
enabling
Western
philosophy itself.
lived during the
democracies today to
context of, and in
position themselves as
part helped to legitimize, European violence
presumptively far closer to the “well-ordered”
against non-European peoples through
ideal than the so-called “burdened” and “outlaw”
conquest, enslavement, slave trade,
states, are not only not examined, but
colonization,
dispossession,
and
conceptually blocked by a framing that denies
extermination over more than five centuries
their historic and current interconnectedness.
. . . The history of modern international
This “isolation,” this conceptual and causal
relations is widely accepted to be rooted in
quarantining, pre-empts the question of whether
the European state system, which was born
the most flagrant outlaw states may not once
at the Peace of Westphalia . . . For most of
have been (or may even still be?) the Western
the world, it is arguably the history of the
democracies themselves, and whether this
colonial state and political economy rather
outlawry might conceivably have had some
than European sovereignty and liberal
contributory role in creating the “burdens” faced
democracy that is central to understanding
by the nations of the South today. Thus the
modern international relations . . . To the
bracketing-out of empire even in the putatively
extent that political institutions and norms of
empirical discipline of IR results—in the political
liberal democracy and sovereignty did
philosophy that, though not empirical,
emerge, slowly and partially, in Western
presupposes its picture of the world—in a
Europe in the centuries after Westphalia,
foreclosing of the investigation of crucial
these developments unfolded during the
questions relevant to global justice and
same centuries as European expansion, slave
governance.
trade, and formal colonial occupation and
In her recent Epistemic Injustice, Miranda
rule of most of the world. That such very
Fricker argues that the absence of hermeneutical
different forms of political and international
tools in a particular discourse is itself a distinctive
interaction took place during the same period
kind of injustice, leaving the subordinated
in time is not a coincidence, and they cannot
without the materials to conceptualize and
21
be understood in isolation.
theorize about their situation.23 Of course, the
See: “Introduction: International Relations,
Eurocentrism, and Imperialism,” in Decolonizing
International Relations, ed. Branwen Gruffydd Jones
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006), 2-4.
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John Rawls, The Law of Peoples, with “The Idea of Public
Reason Revisited” (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1999).
23 Miranda Fricker, Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of
Knowing (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2007).
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difference here is that an anti-colonial and antiracist tradition does already exist, so it is not at
all that one is starting from zero. But the refusal
of entry into the legitimized realm of political
philosophy of this body of thought is a cognitive

20

a century behind us (if it is behind us) which is
already in danger of being forgotten. It would
provide a conceptual space, a theoretical
location, in which these complementary
exclusions could be addressed.

The aspiration to the timeless and universal then rationalizes
an idealized form of abstraction which, through its
obfuscation of the distinctive political experience of people
of color in modernity, makes the representative political
individual European.
handicap nonetheless, at least for the purposes of
contesting dominant framings. The non-naming of
this political system in current Western political
philosophical discourse in a sense names it out of
existence, deprives us of the cognitive resources
to analyze it, or even (legitimately) to talk about
it, given the way the field is currently structured
and framed. One feels oneself out of court, out
of bounds, transgressing the rules of the
discipline. So there is a double mystification,
which in complementary conceptual operations
jointly obliterates the colonial past. It is not
merely a matter of the non-inclusion of the anticolonial and anti-racist voices of people of color
(or the anti-colonial and anti-racist texts of white
progressives), but also the sanitization, the
deracialization, of the (generally) imperial
political views of the officially included and
canonized European theorists. Anti-colonial
opponents are not recognized, and the grounds
that would justify their recognition are removed
through omitting or marginalizing—but in either
case failing to make theoretically central to the
debate—the (generally) pro-colonial dimension
of the theories of the officially recognized
thinkers. The formal inclusion in the lexicon of
political philosophy of colonial rule as a system
of domination would retrieve a history less than
Will Kymlicka, Contemporary Political Philosophy: An
Introduction (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1990), 5.
24

Moreover, such a recognition would also
require taking race seriously, conceptualizing it as
a line of moral demarcation that—in
contradiction to the official narrative of
modernity—differentiates the status of
“persons” and “sub-persons” and ultimately
justifies their political demarcation and
differentiation also, within structures of both
formal and informal political rule. Western
political philosophy’s current disingenuous
disavowal of its racist past seeks to erase the fact
that in the classic colonial period race was the
marker of biological and/or cultural
superiority/inferiority. Colonial rule is also racial
rule, a system that is not merely intra-national but
international, and rationalized by political
philosophy itself. Instead, according to the
standard narrative, the acknowledgment of the
moral equality of persons is supposed to be the
baseline for modern political theories. Thus in
his introduction to political philosophy, Will
Kymlicka tells us that: “the idea that each person
matters equally is at the heart of all plausible
[modern] political theories.”24 Philip Pettit
echoes the judgment in the Blackwell essay cited
at the start: “all plausible modern political
theories have in mind the same ultimate value,
equality ... every theory claims to treat all
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individuals as equals.”25 Paul Kelly says the same
thing: “Equality . . . is a peculiarly modern value”
linked with “the idea of the modern individual
emerg[ing] as a distinct bearer of ethical
significance.”26 So we are being offered a
periodization, to be found in other areas of
philosophy also, in which there are three main
epochs—ancient, medieval, modern—which
chronologically map a normative progression by
which the moral inequality and ascriptive
hierarchy of the ancient and medieval worlds, of
pre-modernity, are triumphantly replaced by the
equality and individualism of the modern. The
idea is that while modernity gives rise to a variety
of political ideologies, they all have in common
as a normative starting-point the moral equality
of persons. Fascism will then be represented as a
political outlier, a deviation from the Western
tradition. Racism, if mentioned at all, will not be
represented as a political ideology at all, but
psychologized, turned into a personal moral
failing.
But the problem is that this orthodox
narrative, this story of normative equalization, is
false. It is not the case that nonwhites were
generally seen as equal, morally, legally, and
politically. For a more accurate account, we need
to turn instead to Jean-Paul Sartre, who writes in
his famous preface to Frantz Fanon’s Wretched of
the Earth: “there is nothing more consistent than
a racist humanism . . . On the other side of the
ocean there was a race of less-than-humans.”27
Personhood needs to be recognized as a
technical term, a term of art, whose defining
characteristics are generally so devised as to make
whiteness a prerequisite for personhood.
Nonwhites fall under an array of alternative
categories—“savages,”
“barbarians,”

“natives”—whose common feature is generally
their normative inequality. These are not people
in the full sense of the word, and as such they are
not entitled to the full schedule of rights and
protections of Europeans. So it means that in the
dominant political ideologies of modernity we
have an internal racial structuring, a colorcoding, by virtue of which different moral, legal,
and political rules are prescribed for these
different populations. An ontological bifurcation
runs through most modern Western moralpolitical thought, giving rise to what Edmund
Burke once famously called “a geographical
morality,”28 a racially partitioned set of norms.
More than three decades ago, in his Toward
the Final Solution, George Mosse indicted the
failure of his scholarly contemporaries “to
integrate the study of racism within [their] study
of the modern history of Europe,” and urged
that they should “examin[e] racism with the same
attention that [they] have given to socialism,
liberalism, or conservatism,” since it was “the
most widespread ideology of the time.”29 As
noted at the beginning, much has been done in
other fields since then to remedy this failure, but
political philosophy remains delinquent. Thomas
McCarthy begins his recent Race, Empire, and the
Idea of Human Development with the observation
that: “In mainstream political philosophy, the
history of European racism, with its vast
implications for the theory and practice of
modern liberalism, has long remained on the
margins.” Despite the fact that race relations “are
contemporaneous with, and deeply implicated
with, Western modernity from the first voyages
of ‘discovery’ to present-day neocolonialism,”
and that in this global context “racial
classification would have a strong claim to being

Pettit, “Analytical Philosophy,” 22-23.
Paul Kelly, Liberalism (Malden, MA: Polity, 2005), p. 17.
27 Jean-Paul Sartre, Preface, to Frantz Fanon, The Wretched
of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New York, NY:
Grove Weidenfeld, 1968), 26.

28

25
26

Cited in Jennifer Pitts, A Turn to Empire: The Rise of
Imperial Liberalism in Britain and France (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2005), 77.
29 George L. Mosse, Toward the Final Solution: A History of
European Racism (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1985), 236, 231.
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the most significant” of what Rawls categorizes
as the “morally arbitrary facts about individuals
and groups” determining actual “legal and
political standing,” the rethinking of Western
political philosophy to take the shaping reality of
race into account “has only recently begun.”30
McCarthy’s own book is a valuable
contribution to this enterprise, as is the recentlytranslated blistering exposé by the Italian
philosopher Domenico Losurdo, Liberalism: A
Counter-History.31 But such work remains very
much the exception. It is political scientists
rather than political philosophers who have been
most prominent in this revisionist project:
Barbara Arneil’s John Locke and America, Uday
Singh Mehta’s Liberalism and Empire, Jennifer
Pitts’s A Turn to Empire, James Tully’s Public
Philosophy in a New Key, and others.32 The danger
is that such revisionist work will be seen as
conceptually irrelevant to the discipline, not
judged to require any remapping of the
philosophical terrain itself. The peculiar
pretensions of philosophy must be remembered
here. The abstraction from the empirical which
is its defining feature is generally taken to justify
the ignoring of such real-world “deviations,”
since the important thing is the concepts
employed. The aspiration to the timeless and
universal then rationalizes an idealized form of
abstraction which, through its obfuscation of the
distinctive political experience of people of color
in modernity, makes the representative political
individual European. Whiteness as racelessness
becomes abstractness becomes philosophical
representativeness.

What is required is a philosophical rethinking
of the conceptual topography of the maps of
political modernity that would both bring out the
racialized dimension of concepts putatively
colorless and all-inclusive and redraw that
topography itself to make explicit its relation to
the non-European world. Personhood itself, far
from being an uncontroversial normative
baseline for humanity in general, as the
Kymlicka, Pettit, and Kelly quotes suggest, is
contested from the start. The 1550-51 Valladolid
Debate between Sepulveda and Las Casas on the
humanity of the Amerindian population needs to
be seen as a pivotal episode in establishing the
social ontology of modernity, as do the later
disputes in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries about the standing within the human
order of Africans and Native Australians, and the
1919 refusal by the Anglo-Saxon nations at the
post-World War I Versailles Conference to
accept the Japanese delegation’s proposal to
incorporate a racial equality clause into the
League of Nations’ Covenant.33 No less than the
contestation of feudal ascriptive hierarchy by the
bourgeois revolutions and their famous texts,
these battles for racial equality, and the
conflicting claims of racist versus anti-racist
ideologies, are ideologically and politically central
to the making and remaking of the modern
world, and need to be categorically located as
such. Vitoria’s and Grotius’s views of Native
Americans and their implications for the
normative foundations of international law and
judgments of sovereignty; Hobbes’s ferocious
state-of-nature-as-a-state-of-war and its link with

Thomas McCarthy, Race, Empire, and the Idea of Human
Development (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press,
2009), 23-25.
31 Domenico Losurdo, Liberalism: A Counter-History, trans.
Gregory Elliott (New York, NY: Verso, 2011).
32 Barbara Arneil, John Locke and America: The Defence of
English Colonialism (New York, NY: Oxford University
Press, 1996); Uday Singh Mehta, Liberalism and Empire: A
Study in Nineteenth-Century British Liberal Thought (Chicago,

IL: University of Chicago Press, 1999); Pitts, A Turn to
Empire; James Tully, Public Philosophy in a New Key (New
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Colonialism
and Its Legacies, ed. Jacob T. Levy with Iris Marion Young
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2011).
33 Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds, Drawing the Global
Colour Line: White Men’s Countries and the International
Challenge of Racial Equality (New York, NY: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), ch. 12.
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Native Americans; Locke’s non-industrious
Amerindians, who are not living up to the divine
imperative to go out and appropriate the world,
thereby adding value to it; Kant’s racial
hierarchies and their implications for his view of
personhood and the philosophy of history;
Hegel’s Eurocentric cartography of Geist, which
makes it clear that the World-Spirit is a white
spirit; Mill’s exclusion of “barbarians” from the
scope of his anti-paternalist “harm principle,”
and recommendation of “despotism” for
them—the philosophical implications of these
assumptions and conceptual framings about

My claim will be that his
framework forecloses any
discussion of the colonial and
racial past and present, and, as
a consequence, fundamentally
mis-orients what should be our
normative priorities.
humanity are not highlighted and elaborated as
they should be. But neither is the anti-colonial
and anti-imperialist oppositional tradition
(hedged and Eurocentric as it too often was) of
the West: the Encyclopédistes’ denunciation of
empire, Burke’s indictment of British rule in
India, Marxism’s location of primitive capitalist
accumulation in Amerindian expropriation and
African slavery, Hannah Arendt’s “boomerang
thesis” linking the Nazi Holocaust to the colonial
genocides, and Sartre’s anti-colonial writings.
Decolonizing Western political philosophy will
require
an
acknowledgment
of
the
transcontinental dimension of the thought of
Western political theorists, the general complicity
of the tradition with the colonial project, and the
existence of opposing voices within that
tradition. Such central categories as personhood,
34

Freeman, Rawls, xvi, xvii, x.
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society, sovereignty, obligation, property,
civilization, the rule of law, were all historically
operationalized by different rules for Europeans
and populations of color, and the white political
subject cannot stand in racelessly for the global
political subject of modernity.

Exposing the Coloniality of
Rawls’s Socio-Political
Assumptions
At this point, I now want to turn from the
general to a specific case: John Rawls.
My justification for using Rawls as an
example is, as emphasized at the start, that he is
routinely given the credit for reviving AngloAmerican political philosophy, and can be seen
as the central figure of the contemporary AngloAmerican tradition. In the assessment of former
Rawls student, Samuel Freeman, his most
prominent interpreter and commentator, Rawls
is “a world-historical thinker,” “the preeminent
theorist of justice in the modern era,” “the
foremost political philosopher of the twentieth
century, and . . . one of the great political
philosophers of all time.”34 Though it would
obviously be wrong to generalize from Rawls to
Western political philosophy as a whole, his
influence on contemporary Western political
philosophy has been huge, and, with A Theory of
Justice having been translated into more than
thirty languages, and liberalism seemingly
globally triumphant over its Marxist challenger, it
is spreading around the world. So as an
illustration of my general point, I want to
demonstrate the coloniality of Rawls’s sociopolitical and normative assumptions. This may
well seem a surprising aim considering that Rawls
does not talk about colonialism at all. But that is,
in part, my very point—that a philosophical
framework can incorporate such presuppositions
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even in the absence of explicit declaration. My
routinely and legitimately make simplifying
focus here will not be on the by now very familiar
assumptions about the phenomenon they are
and famous two principles of justice, or the
trying to understand. This is what any model of
transition
from
reality
requires.
But
To
assume
that
a
slave
comprehensive to political
assumptions like these are
liberalism, but with his
so directly contrary to
society or a European
framing assumptions about
reality,
so
centrally
colonial outpost or a
societies and their global
distortional of the essential
white settler state is a
context, and what is
defining features of the
supposed to be the most
phenomenon in question,
cooperative venture for
illuminating way to think
that they guarantee that a
mutual advantage is not
about social justice. My
theoretical grasp of it will
to
make
a
simplifying
claim will be that his
never be achieved. Past the
framework forecloses any
hunting-and-gathering
assumption for
discussion of the colonial
or even including it if
theoretical purposes, but stage,
and racial past and present,
the claims of some feminist
to repudiate theorizing
and, as a consequence,
anthropologists about an
fundamentally mis-orients
inequitable sexual division
them altogether.
what should be our
of labor are vindicated, all
normative priorities.35 Two
societies
have
been
of Rawls’s stipulations are central: the way he
oppressive in one way or another, whether on
suggests we should think of society and a
axes of gender, class, religion, ethnicity, or race.38
supposedly
unexceptionable
simplifying
So this fact alone would be enough to discredit
assumption he makes about societies’ mutual
the notion that a society is illuminatingly to be
isolation. Neither is politically innocent.
conceptualized as a consensual and jointly
In the opening pages of A Theory of Justice,
beneficial affair. But particularly in the modern
Rawls says we should think of society as “a
period for which the “contract” model is
cooperative venture for mutual advantage,”
supposed to be most appropriate, the shaping of
which, though “typically marked by a conflict as
colonial societies will centrally be done through
well as by an identity of interests,” is nonetheless
force, and not merely force but external force. It
regulated by rules “designed to advance the good
is not remotely a matter of domestic consent, but
of those taking part in it.”36 He also states that
of foreign coercion, whether through colonial
“for the time being,” he will be conceiving of
conquest and rule or expropriative and usually
society “as a closed system isolated from other
genocidal white settlement.39 Moreover, this
37
societies.” The point is this: from such a theoretical
political relationship affects those at the other
starting-point, it is impossible to arrive at a colonial society
end also, in the sense that the colonizing power
and a colonial world. It is not that theorists do not
and its citizenry are themselves shaped by these
See, for a more detailed critique, Charles W. Mills,
“Rawls on Race/Race in Rawls,” The Southern Journal of
Philosophy XLVII (2009): 161-84.
36 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 4.
37 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 7.
38 Ann E. Cudd, Analyzing Oppression (New York, NY:
Oxford University Press, 2006).
35

Carole Pateman, “The Settler Contract,” in Contract and
Domination, ed. Carole Pateman and Charles W. Mills
(Malden, MA: Polity, 2007); A. Dirk Moses, Empire,
Colony, Genocide: Conquest, Occupation, and Subaltern
Resistance in World History (New York, NY: Berghahn
Books, 2008).
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relations of domination and exploitation. It is not
just an exploitative transfer of wealth and
resources that is involved, but the transformation
of moral psychology, the birth of “whiteness” as
a social category and its formation in relation to
the nonwhites across the ocean (or locally), and
its implications, as just discussed in the previous
section, for conceptions of the self, sociopolitical frameworks, international law, and so
forth.
These realities cannot be accommodated
within a Rawlsian framework as so stipulated. It
is not merely that Rawls, contingently, does not
talk about colonialism, but that his foundational
assumptions rule out such a world. How could a
model world of largely self-sufficient societies,
conceived of as cooperative ventures for mutual
advantage and choosing whether to interact with
one another or not, possibly serve to map an
actual world consisting of Western powers transoceanically establishing and dominating
exploited colonial territories that are part of their
global empires? These are different realities,
different worlds. To assume that a slave society
or a European colonial outpost or a white settler
state is a cooperative venture for mutual
advantage is not to make a simplifying
assumption for theoretical purposes, but to
repudiate theorizing them altogether, since you
have assumed away the most fundamental and
glaring fact about such societies, viz. that they are
systems of oppression. You cannot, by a series of
minor adjustments, then get closer to social
reality afterwards; rather, you have given up on
mapping social reality at all.
Now the natural objection at this stage will
be that I have committed the elementary error of

confusing the normative with the descriptive.
Rawls, I will be told, meant an ideal rather than
an actual society (“an ideal society is a cooperative
venture for mutual advantage”).40 But to begin
with, I am not alone in this reading. In one of the
very first critical expositions of A Theory of Justice,
Robert Paul Wolff’s Understanding Rawls,41 he also
construes Rawls’s language descriptively, and
points out the problematic nature of such a
formulation:

The following draws on my exchange on this point
with Adam Swift; see “Symposium: Contract and
Domination by Carole Pateman and Charles W. Mills,”
Journal of Political Ideologies 13, no. 3 (Oct. 2008), 260-62.
41 Robert Paul Wolff, Understanding Rawls: A Reconstruction
and Critique of A Theory of Justice (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1977).

42

40

[I]f we define the state in terms of its
characteristic end or purpose [advancing the
good], we shall be forced to conclude that
seemingly political associations that fail to
pursue that end are not merely bad states but
are not states at all . . . The natural inference
to draw from this definition is that the
antebellum South, for example, could not be
considered a society . . . [I]t would surely have
been wiser for [Rawls] to employ a definition
that would permit him to treat such human
groupings [unjust societies] as societies . . .
[I]t is natural to assume that [Rawls] had
some good reason for building a notion of
cooperative advancement of the good into
his definition of society. But I confess I do
not see it.42
Similarly, Charles Beitz takes Rawls (following
Hume) to be giving us a “model of society as a
cooperative venture,” which, as such,
“unnecessarily narrow[s] the description of these
circumstances.”43 Thomas Pogge, like Beitz a
former Rawls student, makes a comparable
judgment in his Realizing Rawls: “This explication
seems narrow, for there are surely many
Wolff, Understanding Rawls, 78-79.
Charles R. Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1979), 13031.
43
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historical societies (standardly so-called) whose
rules fail either to be designed for mutual
advantage or to be recognized as binding by all
participants.”44 He adds in a footnote: “I think
Rawls is here defining what a society is. Were he
already making assumptions about what a society
ought to be, I would not need to object to this
passage.”45 Finally, Samuel Freeman’s massive
Rawls, cited earlier, states: “Basically [Rawls]
conceives of society in terms of social
cooperation, which he regards as productive and
mutually beneficial, and which involves an idea
of reciprocity or fair terms,” later adding, in the
glossary at the back, “Rawls regards society as a
fair system of social cooperation.”46
For all four philosophers, then, including
three former Rawls students, the characterization
is indeed meant descriptively. But setting aside
the argument from the authority of secondary
sources, there is also (and more importantly) the
argument from the text itself. It is difficult to
make sense of what Rawls goes on to say if
“society” is to be read as “ideal society,” since he
then introduces the further category of a “wellordered society.” But if we are already in the realm
of the ideal, how could there be conceptual room
left for further idealization? We would then,
weirdly, have the following categories: societies
in general, real and hypothetical (and thus
presumably including oppressive societies); ideal
societies, non-oppressive cooperative ventures,
as a subset of societies in general, real and
hypothetical; and then well-ordered societies, as
a subset of ideal societies (somehow ideally ideal,
as against merely ideal). This is odd enough, but
it gets more peculiar. Rawls then informs us that:
“Existing societies are of course seldom wellordered in this sense, for what is just and unjust
is usually in dispute.”47 How are we to read this
use of “society”? Is it society-as-ideal-society?

But how could it be? There are no ideal societies
on the face of the planet! It is currently a category
with no real instantiations. And so there are no
well-ordered societies either, that ideal ideal
subset of the merely ideal. So Rawls has to be
using the term here in its everyday sense, societyas-actual-society, which would mean either that
he meant it that way all along, or that he has
switched without warning from the (putative)
idealized, Rawlsian term-of-art sense to the
conventional sense. But by standard Gricean
“conversational implicature,” one does not make
a claim weaker than the facts allow. If the city is
suffering a heat wave and the temperature
outside is over 100 degrees Fahrenheit, we do not
say: “It must be at least 60 degrees outside!” So
this suggests that Rawls really believes that
existing societies are in general cooperative
ventures, if few can be categorized as wellordered, since otherwise the natural thing for
him to have said would be that “Existing
societies are of course not cooperative ventures
for mutual advantage, and so, a fortiori, are not
well-ordered.”
Thus we face a dilemma: either Rawls is using
“society” in a perverse idiosyncratic way or he
was massively ignorant of basic societal realities.
But in either case, prescriptions for social justice
based on such a conception of society or on such
a sociology are going to be problematic to apply
in the actual world. I think that the most
charitable reading (though even it ultimately fails)
is to assume that Rawls really had the modern
Western democracies in mind when he spoke of
“societies.” These are the societies that come
closest to fitting the contract model, which he is
trying to update for his theory. Pre-modern
feudal and slave societies, modern non-Western
dictatorships, clearly do not meet the criterion of
genuinely being cooperative ventures, and so are

Thomas W. Pogge, Realizing Rawls (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1989), 20.
45 Pogge, Realizing Rawls, 20, n. 10.
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Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 5.
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not “societies” in the sense he means. Such a
reading does not require comprehensive global
historical illiteracy on Rawls’s part, just the kind
of Eurocentric and androcentric historical
illiteracy typical of his time (admittedly global in
its own way). Moreover, this interpretation
would be consistent with the later explicit
announcement, in the 1980s’ essays and in the
1993 Political Liberalism, that A Theory of Justice’s
seeming generality of normative reference was
mistaken, and that he was really articulating a
theory for the Western nations, drawing on ideas
implicit within the Western tradition.
But the problem is, of course, that apart from
the feminist critique of Western patriarchy, and
the racial subordination of people of color
(Amerindian expropriation and genocide,
African slavery) in the Western (alleged)
democracy of which he was a citizen—which
motivated Pierre van den Berghe’s famous
alternative characterization of “Herrenvolk
democracy”—this conception of society and of
social justice excludes the formerly colonized
nations from the scope of his principles of
justice.
Uncontroversially
historically
characterized by structural oppression, they
presumably do not meet the bar for being
“cooperative ventures” and thus do not count as
“societies” proper of the appropriate normative
Western kind. Apart from the absurdity of a
theory of social justice that prescinds from
dealing with structural social injustice—just stop
for a second and think about the bizarreness of
that—this partitioned normative cartography
severs the very historic connections between
“the West and the Rest” that are responsible for
the latter’s “non-cooperative” nature in the first
place! In their introduction to their edited
Colonialism and Its Legacies, Jacob Levy and Iris
Marion Young point out how Rawls’s framing of
these issues, which projects backwards into the
past a national isolation completely untrue to the
48

Levy and Young, Colonialism and Its Legacies, xi-xii.
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actual international history, is part of a larger
pattern of mystification (starting to change only
recently) in contemporary political theory:
Modernity—the centuries since 1500—has
been at once the era of the European state
and the era of the European empires . . .
From 1500 through 1950, very nearly all of
the inhabited world came under the power of
one or another European state, or a
European-derived settler state . . . Even if the
age of European empires is broken into
many discrete events, there are many such
events . . . that would rank among the largestscale conquests in human history. And these
events include a substantial share of the
greatest political evils ever committed. Yet all
of this seemed, for many years, tangential to
the story of modernity familiar to political
theorists and philosophers.48
Formal decolonization enabled an amnesia about
the colonial past and an ignoring of the neocolonial present, problematic enough in political
theory, but even worse in political philosophy:
By the time of the revitalization of
Anglophone political philosophy with the
publication of John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice
in 1971, decolonization had reshaped the
political map. The world was, juridically,
almost completely a world of sovereign and
formally equal states. And the great debates
projected back through modern intellectual
history were fundamentally debates about
the internal governance of such states . . .
Colonial and imperial relations—relations
between metropolitan states and their
conquered colonies and territories—figured
approximately not at all . . . Contractarianism
[in particular] treats life outside the state—
the kind of state we can recognize as the

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 11-34
©Author(s) 2021

28

modern European Weberian state—as
prepolitical and extrapolitical, outside the
core concerns of political philosophy . . .
[S]ocial contract theory came more and more
to be understood as relevant to the politics of
one, self-contained and well-defined, state. If
the first great work of social contract theory
was Grotius’ Rights of War and Peace and the
last was Theory of Justice, the contrast could
hardly be more stark. The earlier work is
nearly all about interpolity relations including
imperial relations; the latter takes as the point
of departure for political philosophy a selfgoverning society closed off from the rest of
the world, unaffected by it and not affecting
it. And Rawlsian questions (or the questions
of his libertarian or communitarian critics)
were projected backward through time.49

offers us a vision of autarkical polities whose
respective levels of development are the result
not of a transnational and intra-national (for the

Unsurprisingly, then, nowhere in any of
Rawls’s five directly authored books (or the two
lecture collections) is there any mention of
Native Americans, the Atlantic Slave Trade,
European colonialism and imperialism, the
genocide of indigenous populations, or the
reality of systemic Euro-domination on a global
scale.50 These people, these histories, simply
cannot be accommodated by the official contract
narrative. The “colonial” character of Rawls’s
work and the vast, polyglot secondary literature
of Rawlsianism is manifest not in racist
representations of people of color, but in the
simple fact that this whole body of thought takes
as a starting-point what, in the period of
modernity for which the contract is supposed to
be most appropriate, is only true (to the extent
that it is true) for the Euro-population, and for
the Euro-population conceptually abstracted out
of their political relations of domination over
populations of color. Denying the past and
present relations of colonialism and
neocolonialism, which have created both, Rawls

United States) system of extraction and
exploitation, not of empire, but of different
national cultures and traditions. The societies of
the West get to be “cooperative ventures,”
covered by the norms of justice; the societies of
the Rest fall into the outer darkness, normatively
registering only as “burdened societies” and
“outlaw states.” Thus by the very conceptual
framing of his theory, he launders colonialism
and imperialism, whitewashing them out of his
dikailogical framework. It is the viewpoint of the
metropole, the colonizer, the white settler—the
viewpoint of colonial racial privilege in a
nominally post-colonial epoch, its coloniality
manifesting itself not in a crude endorsement of
colonialism (that would obviously be
inappropriate for the postwar world) but, far
more effectively, in a total aprioristic conceptual
exclusion of such issues that—by ensuring they
never even make it on to the agenda—in effect
denies their existence, thereby naturalizing and
firewalling colonial and white racial privilege
from normative scrutiny and political challenge.

49

Levy and Young, Colonialism and Its Legacies, xii-xiii.

Unsurprisingly, then, nowhere
in any of Rawls’s five directly
authored books (or the two
lecture collections) is there any
mention of Native Americans,
the Atlantic Slave Trade,
European colonialism and
imperialism, the genocide of
indigenous populations, or the
reality of systemic Eurodomination on a global scale.
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How can you critique what—through the lenses
of the theory—you cannot even see?

Exposing the Coloniality of
Rawls’s Normative Assumptions
And that brings us naturally to justice. As noted,
one of Rawls’s central achievements in his
resurrection of Anglo-American political
philosophy was the shifting of the primary
concern of the field from the question of our
obligation to the state to the question of social
justice. But whether pre- or post-Rawls, the
colonial shaping of the terms of the debate
continues to be manifest. Those subordinated by
the Western empires would obviously have had a
very different perspective on the question of
their political obligations to the state. But we
never get to hear their voices: the presumption is
always that the state is legitimate, nonoppressive, consensual, so that the distinctive
Euro-experience of the political can be
unproblematically adopted as a general
framework by others. What I would contend is
that in the thematic shift from political obligation
to social justice, we find a comparable
entrenching of the perspective of the colonially
privileged.
Consider the many different branches and
sub-branches of philosophy—metaphysics,
epistemology,
logic,
ethics,
aesthetics,
existentialism, phenomenology, philosophy of
language, philosophy of science, etc. Of all of
these different areas, it is obviously normative
theory that provides the clearest and most direct
entry point for the challenge to socio-political
systems. Questions of the morally normative—
right and wrong, just and unjust—have the
potential to raise frontally the issue of the moral
legitimacy of the existing order, especially when
the justice of the “basic structure” has overtly
and officially been made the explicit subject of a
newly renascent political philosophy. Moreover,

29

in terms of timing, this announced recasting of
the central theme of the sub-discipline takes
place at a period (1970s) when global
decolonization has been under way for more
than two decades, and the black civil rights
movement in the United States, mainstream and
non-mainstream, has been building in strength
since the 1950s. So it is precisely now, one would
think, that a philosophical discourse on justice,
with the backing of Ivy League academic
authority, would be most useful in casting in
respectable form these deep challenges, national
and global, to the postwar racial system, and thus
assisting the debate on how best to dismantle the
structures of white power and privilege inherited
from the old colonial order.

Above all, here is a book about
using a temporary veil of
ignorance to block access to
facts that may bias one’s
judgment in which a
permanent veil of ignorance is
dropped over the facts of
colonial and racial domination.
The remarkable thing about Rawls’s
apparatus is the way it shuts all of these questions
down. The book is now so familiar to all of us
that it requires a cognitive effort to see it anew,
as if one is encountering it for the first time. But
try to imagine that one is doing so. Here is a 600page book on social justice (in its 1971 first
edition incarnation) in which no answers are given
about the correction of the injustices of the past. Here is
a book by an American, writing in the AngloAmerican tradition, that resurrects AngloAmerican political philosophy—in which the
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wrongs of the Anglosphere,51 the British and the
American Empires, both external and domestic,
receive no attention whatsoever. Here is a book by a
citizen of the Western democracy in which racial
injustice (Amerindian expropriation and
genocide, African slavery and subsequent Jim
Crow) has been more salient than any other kind,
in which racial justice as a theme is conceptually excluded
by its very meta-normative framework. Above all, here
is a book about using a temporary veil of
ignorance to block access to facts that may bias
one’s judgment in which a permanent veil of
ignorance is dropped over the facts of colonial
and racial domination, which make no appearance
over the course of its 600 pages. As with a definition
of society that defines structural oppression
away, Rawlsian ideal theory reconceives justice so
that its most obvious function—correcting
injustices—is not just deferred to a tomorrow
that never comes, but deferred to a tomorrow
that can never come.
Recall what, for Rawls, ideal theory is: the
determination of “the principles of justice that
would regulate a well-ordered society,” “what a
perfectly just society would be like.”52 So ideal
theory is not just normative theory, which of
course you necessarily need to be passing
judgments about social justice. Ideal theory is the
theory of justice for a perfectly just society.
Issues of “compensatory justice” then fall under
non-ideal theory rather than ideal theory. But we
need to start with ideal theory, Rawls claims,
since “it provides . . . the only basis for the
systematic grasp of these more pressing
problems [of non-ideal theory].”53 The ideally
just society is then somehow supposed to

provide a normative target for us that will serve
to adjudicate matters of non-ideal theory.
Now the problem is not merely that for the
remaining three decades of his life, Rawls never
explained how the transition from ideal theory to
non-ideal theory as compensatory justice was to
be made. (In the book in which he does talk at
greatest length about non-ideal theory, The Law
of Peoples, it is not with respect to compensatory
justice, but the aforementioned “burdened
societies” and “outlaw states.”54) The problem is
that given his normative starting-point, the
transition cannot be made. To begin with, if you
are serious about using “cooperative venture” as
a conceptual filter for the social scope of your
theory of justice, then societies characterized by
coercion, by deep structural oppression, are
eliminated in advance. So precisely where a
theory of justice is most needed it is most lacking!
But setting this (non-trivial) problem aside, it is
difficult to see how a perfectly just society can
constitute a normative target for deeply
oppressive societies. When serious breaches of
justice are involved, like genocide, slavery, and
mass indigenous expropriation, an ideally just
society in the Rawlsian sense will be unattainable
because there is no way that the most wellmeaning corrective measures (apologies,
Holocaust Museums, financial settlements) will
be able to bring about a social order morally
equivalent to one where no such measures are
necessary because no injustice was committed in
the first place. The wrongfully dead cannot be
restored to life, the suffering that has taken place
cannot be historically erased, the legacy cannot
be dematerialized even if rectification serves to

See Srdjan Vucetic, The Anglosphere: A Genealogy of a
Racialized Identity in International Relations (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2011). Like Gruffydd Jones,
Vucetic points out that “In an effort to forget its racist
past, IR [International Relations] turned race into a
‘taboo’.” But the reality is that “the origins of [the]
Anglosphere are racial,” “a hierarchy made up of the core
and mostly white Self on the one hand and on the other

the peripheral and overwhelmingly nonwhite Other”: 7,
3, 6.
52 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 8.
53 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 8.
54 John Rawls, The Law of Peoples with “The Idea of Public
Reason Revisited” (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1999).
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palliate the legacy somewhat. A perfectly just
society would really have to be one with no
history of deep injustice, since for any candidate
with such a history, we could always (as with the
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at this very time that a meta-normative framework for
conceptualizing justice is put forward that has the effect of
obliterating the past, marginalizing race, and taking off
the table the issue of rectificatory justice, including racial

The failure to make racial justice central to the political
philosophy of a former white settler state—or indeed all the other
white settler states in the Anglosphere (not just the United States,
but also Canada, South Africa, Australia, New Zealand)—the
failure to make racial justice central to the political philosophy of
the former colonial nations—itself testifies to its colonial
character.
ontological argument) imagine a superior society
in which the injustice had not occurred in the
first place. Instead, given the actual real-world
history, what we have to make do with is a suboptimal normative target that corrects injustices
as best we can. But such a target cannot be
founded on ideal theory in the Rawlsian sense—
it is just too metaphysically remote from the
actual world to be useful. The rectificatory ideal
is necessarily going to be different from the ideal
ideal.
My claim would be that the displacement to
the margins of Rawls’s normative concern of the
issue of compensatory racial justice, with all its
distinctive problems—and the similar distancing
in his disciples, commentators, and most of his
critics—is itself one of the most clear-cut
manifestations of the ongoing colonial nature of
Western political philosophy. At the very time
when the focus of the discipline is shifted from
political obligation to social justice, at the very
time when the colonial system is being
terminated (at least formally) and racism is being
repudiated (at least officially, and in its biologistic
incarnation), at the very time when people of
color are emerging as global players and
challenging the existing order as actors and
thinkers, at the very time when philosophers of
color are beginning to arrive in the white
academy, having previously been excluded—it is

justice. My claim is not, of course, that Rawls
consciously and deliberately, in conspiracy with
others, set out to design a philosophical
framework that had these intellectual
consequences. My claim is rather one about the
sociology of belief, about the workings of group
ideologies and group perspectives, of what seems
“right” and what seems “wrong” to particular
epistemological communities, of questions you
want to explore and questions you want to stay
away from—in sum, the patterns of majoritarian
group cognition influencing one as a member of
a racially privileged white community inhabiting
a white social and intellectual lifeworld, and how
that world establishes epistemic and normative
horizons for you, and makes certain lines of
theoretical development more “natural” and
attractive than others.
Note also that this non-discussion of racial
justice in the justice literature is all the more
striking because it is not as if the concept is
unheard of elsewhere. It is not like gay justice or
queer theory, where—the love that (originally)
dared not speak its name—these subjects were
generally taboo, their advocates risking not
merely personal ostracism but, in some cases,
legal penalties. Rather, racial justice was explicitly
the banner under which the black American civil
rights movement marched and in reference to
which the anti-colonial struggle was often

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 11-34
©Author(s) 2021

32

prosecuted. So this concept was already available
growing literature on the theme. Yet a striking
in the public sphere to be appropriated. It did not
feature of this body of thought is its almost
need conceptual innovation to be discovered or
complete marginalization of the colonial history.
political courage to be publicly articulated. The
The contenders in the debate will be
failure to make racial justice central to the
egalitarianism, cosmopolitanism, the difference
political philosophy of a
principle,
positive
former white settler
Rectificatory justice opens the rights, and so forth. But
state—or indeed all the
the idea that the West
question of where the bodies
other white settler states
owes
rectificatory
are
buried
and
seeks
to
raise
in the Anglosphere (not
justice to the rest of the
just the United States,
planet because of its
the dead, and these are not
but also Canada, South
benefit from centuries
issues
the
West
wants
to
talk
Africa, Australia, New
of colonial and racial
about.
Zealand)—the failure to
exploitation will rarely
make racial justice
be raised.55 Thomas
central to the political philosophy of the former
Pogge, for example, who is perhaps the most
colonial nations—itself testifies to its colonial
prominent theorist to rely on negative rightscharacter.
violations in his arguments, does mention this
Moreover, as this listing indicates, the lacuna
history briefly, but focuses more on recent global
is not merely national but global. Rawls himself
organizations and structures, and says little about
was reluctant to apply his principles globally, on
race.56 The global justice debate in the Western
the grounds that there was no transnational
academy is largely disconnected from the global
“basic structure,” and in addition, as earlier
justice debate in the real world—the various
mentioned, that the level of development of
attempts to hold the West accountable, for
individual countries was a function of their
example in the various United Nations
peculiar cultures and national traditions. Both
Conferences Against Racism, which have
these claims were, of course, deeply problematic,
generally been boycotted by the Western nations.
ignoring the network of organizations that
Thus there is a politics of amnesia at both the
regulated global activities and the power
philosophical level and the official public policy
relationships established by the legacy of
level. Moreover, it affects not just official
colonialism, and basically putting forward a
representations, or non-representations, of the
version of the culture of poverty writ large, on a
general structural subordination of colonialism
planetary scale, to explain different levels of
and slavery, but even specific events. The bestdevelopment. But others have rejected his
known example is the Belgian Government’s
diffidence, and sought to issue prescriptions for
refusal to take responsibility for, or educate its
global justice. As a result of approaches both
citizens about, the genocide of ten million people
Rawlsian and non-Rawlsian, global justice is now
under King Leopold II.57 But the French failure
one of the central themes of contemporary
to prosecute anyone for the by now publiclypolitical philosophy, with a large and everFor a welcome recent exception, see Daniel Butt,
Rectifying International Injustice: Principles of Compensation and
Restitution Between Nations (New York, NY: Oxford
University Press, 2009).
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Thomas Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights:
Cosmopolitan Responsibilities and Reforms (2nd ed.). (Malden
MA; Polity, 2008).
57 Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost (New York,
NY: Houghton Mifflin, 1998).
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admitted atrocities of the Algerian War,58 the
German foot-dragging on reparations to the
descendants of the survivors of the Herero and
Nama Vernichtungsbefehl,59 the British nonresponse until very recently to the revelations of

What is called for, then, is a
rethinking of Western political
philosophy which will . . .
“provincialize Europe,”
locating it as a particular part
of the globe rather than the
center of the globe.
the atrocities and tortures of their war of
counter-insurgency in Kenya,60 the mass killings
of Italy’s colonial wars in Libya and Ethiopia,61
and the continuing American refusal to apologize
for slavery62—all these are evidence of a refusal
to confront, or even admit, the colonial past and
the way it has shaped the present. Rectificatory
justice opens the question of where the bodies
are buried and seeks to raise the dead, and these
are not issues the West wants to talk about. Far
better to retreat into an ideal theory where the
hypothetical is the only modality that speaks and
the actual non-ideal past is necessarily silenced.

Marnia Lazreg, Torture and the Twilight of Empire: From
Algiers to Baghdad (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2008).
59 Jeremy Sarkin, Germany’s Genocide of the Hereros: Kaiser
Wilhelm II, His General, His Settlers, His Soldiers (Rochester,
NY: UCT Press/James Currey, 2010).
60 Caroline Elkins, Imperial Reckoning: The Untold Story of
Britain’s Gulag in Kenya (New York, NY: Henry Holt,
2005). As I was revising this paper in summer 2013, news
came of a British settlement of £19.9 million pounds for
5, 228 survivors.
58
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Towards a Dialogue of Equals
What is called for, then, is a rethinking of
Western political philosophy which will, in
Dipesh
Chakrabarty’s
famous
phrase,
“provincialize Europe,” locating it as a particular
part of the globe rather than the center of the
globe, whose dialogue with the rest of the world
has, however, as a result of imperial hegemony,
been more like a monologue, drowning out the
voices of others.63
A revisionist history needs to be undertaken,
which will not only recognize alternative nonWestern political traditions, both outside and
inside the West (thus redrawing the “West”), but
make central how the non-recognition of the
equality of others has, from modernity onwards,
distorted the West’s own descriptive mapping of
and prescriptive recommendations for the local
and incipiently global polities it has constructed.
Such a history would, inter alia, seek to recover
and conscientiously engage with the
epistemological and normative resistance, both
internal and external, that the project of Eurodomination has always encountered. The
rethinking of familiar categories in the light of
their imperial genealogy, the admission of new
categories that illuminate structures of
domination not registered in the official lexicon,
the complicating of standard narratives, would
open up the cognitive field of the discipline’s
current self-conception so as to make possible a
genuine
self-knowledge
that
current
Italian Colonialism, ed. Ruth Ben-Ghiat and Mia Fuller
(New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).
62 Redress for Historical Injustices in the United States: On
Reparations for Slavery, Jim Crow, and Their Legacies, ed.
Michael T. Martin and Marilyn Yaquinto (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2007).
63 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial
Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2012).
61
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orthodoxies—given the need to evade the past—
preclude. In this revised framework, a real
dialogue of equals could take place that would
better be able to address and begin the remedying
of the legacy of the Euro-polity, thereby giving
the appropriate respect and justice to the “nonpolitical” Others upon whom for hundreds of
years it has historically been imposed.
Charles W. Mills is John Evans Professor of Moral and
Intellectual Philosophy at Northwestern University. He
works in the general area of oppositional political theory,
with a particular focus on race. He is the author of
numerous journal articles and book chapters, and five
books: The Racial Contract (1997); Blackness
Visible: Essays on Philosophy and Race (1998);
From Class to Race: Essays in White Marxism
and Black Radicalism (2003); Contract and
Domination (with Carole Pateman) (2007); and
Radical Theory, Caribbean Reality: Race, Class
and Social Domination (2010). His latest book,
forthcoming from Oxford University Press, is Black
Rights/White Wrongs: The Critique of Racial
Liberalism.
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responsibility; in the face of sounding
sentimental, I write this because it is the story of
my kin, and I want to be of service.
Indigenous people and the education of
indigenous people are not delegated or isolated
to the past. Rather, what this matter concerns is
an on-going lived experience—and here,
amongst other people, I have my family, friends,
and relatives in mind. Nevertheless, many
indigenous students in Alaska and elsewhere
systematically struggle in an unjust way with the
education passed down to them, and they are in
need of something different. Accordingly, the
work that I call for here can positively impact
those students.
This article focuses on Public Alaskan
Indigenous Education (because it is the
indigenous culture that I know best, and
consequently the educational system that I can
have the greatest impact on). Presumably some
of what is said here can carry over to other
indigenous peoples; however, for ease and
clarity’s sake, this article will primarily concern
itself with Alaskan indigenous cultures (though
other cultures will be mentioned when
necessary).1 When needed, I attempt to speak in

generalizations when referring to specific
locations within Alaska. That is, I attempt to
keep these rural communities anonymous as
much as possible, because it is not my intention
to point fingers at any specific locations within
Alaska. Rather, this paper will reflect on the
system of Public Alaskan Indigenous Education
at large.
With this heavy feeling of responsibility, it is
important to get the facts correct, so throughout
this paper I stick to what I know to be true, cite
resources that help fill in some of the details, and
argue for my thesis—all the while being open to
further discussion. There is a lot to unpack here,
and some things will be left out. This is not to say
that what will be missing from my analysis is
unimportant, but rather that the whole story
cannot be told.
With that said, this paper is an attempt to add
to the telling of the story, or rather it aims to
illuminate some aspects of the story from a
particular inside vantage point with a critical and
reflective eye. It is all too easy for indigenous
education to slip by within the margins of our
shared global society. Put another way, the social
and educational issues of Alaskan indigenous
communities, like their counterparts on
reservations in the contiguous United States or
elsewhere, are rarely observed—if visible at all.
Accordingly, being part of the global
conversation is a major step in the right direction,
so I sincerely appreciate this present engagement.
Furthermore, it is my hope that more of the story
will be filled out in future work.
Public Alaskan Indigenous Education refers
to the (past, present, and future) educational
systems aimed at providing schooling to rural
areas in Alaska. These remote and rural
communities, often referred to as “bush

It is important to remember that North American
indigenous cultures pre-date the border between Alaska
and Canada—illustrating the superficial demarcation of
the “Alaskan indigenous” or “indigenous Canadian”

respective monikers, but for ease of discussion this paper
will focus on Alaska. Throughout the paper, please read
“indigenous students” or such corollaries as “Alaskan”
indigenous, if not otherwise indicated.

Philosophy and the Ethics
of Public Alaskan
Indigenous Education: A
Normative Case Study
B. B. North
Teachers College, Columbia University

While working on this article, I feel a lot of
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communities” or villages, are differentiated from
wider system of democracy—namely, civic and
the school systems that exist in the three major
political
leadership—and
there
exists
urban areas of Alaska (viz. Anchorage,
disproportionately high rates of psychological
Fairbanks, and Juneau) and from other rural
distress and health disparities in such areas.3
Alaskan areas that are connected to each other by
This article illuminates rural Alaska as a
the road and ferry systems (limited as those
normative case study.4 It argues that Public
transportation systems might be).
Alaskan Indigenous Education can and should
In these other more urban or “connected”
serve as a standard case in educational ethics, and
areas, there exists a smaller percentage of
that philosophy should be explicitly endorsed as
indigenous students, and importantly, greater
an educational aim in rural Alaska. This is a
availability of daily resources and easier access to
calling upon the ethical responsibilities of all who
medical, legal, and
work in the field of
educational institutions.
Public
Alaskan
The social and educational
Accordingly, the main
Indigenous Education,
issues of Alaskan indigenous
considerations of this
and a summons to other
paper
are
the
communities, like their
practitioners in the wider
educational
aims, counterparts on reservations in field of philosophy and
practices, and policies
education.
the contiguous United States
of remote villages,
In the first section, a
because these distant
or elsewhere, are rarely
few vignettes are offered,
communities
are
illustrating
some
observed—if visible at all.
located geographically,
tensions of the diverse
economically,
and
educational goals of
politically on the peripheries of western culture.
these unique communities. Section two argues
Though the state and federal governments
that policy makers are morally required to enact
are nominally responsible for these students,
a measured change with regard to Public Alaskan
there exists an overwhelming lack of educational
Indigenous Education, and that the U.S.
achievement at these boundaries of the
government is morally failing indigenous
2
American educational system. Somewhat
students when culturally sustaining education is
relatedly, the full moral rewards of schooling, and
not given a place in the school system’s overall
education in general, are not being accessed by
axiology (i.e., value structure). Section three of
Alaskan indigenous students as compared to
this paper ends by suggesting and highlighting
other demographics. To be specific, indigenous
one such educational-ethical value aimed at
students are not being adequately inducted into a
narrowing the academic achievement, civic
Ray Barnhardt & Alaska Native Knowledge Network,
“Indigenous Education Renewal in Rural Alaska,” in
Honoring our Children: Culturally Appropriate Approaches to
Indigenous Education, eds. Jon Reyhner, Joseph Martin,
Louise Lockard & Willard Sakiestewa Gilbert (Flagstaff,
AZ: Northern Arizona University Press, 2013),
http://jan.ucc.nau.edu/~jar/HOC/. B.M.J. Brayboy &
K.T. Lomawaima, “Why Don't More Indians Do Better
in School? The Battle Between US Schooling &
American Indian/Alaska Native Education,” Daedalus
147, no. 2 (2018): 82-94.
2

Meira Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2012). Joseph P. Gone, W.E.
Hartmann, A. Pomerville, DC. Wendt, S.H. Klem, &
R.L. Burrage, “The Impact of Historical Trauma on
Health Outcomes for Indigenous Populations in the
USA and Canada: A Systematic Review,” American
Psychologist 74, no. 1 (2019): 20.
4 Meira Levinson & Jacob Fay, Dilemmas of Educational
Ethics: Cases and Commentaries (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
Education Press, 2016).
3
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engagement, and opportunity gaps (i.e.,
furthering personal and communal autonomy):
Philosophy—The Love of Wisdom. This
educational-ethical value is often critically
missing from Public Alaskan Indigenous
Education, but is fundamental for strengthening
culturally sustaining education and education in
general.
At base, if loving wisdom is a desire to go on
learning, then it may be an explicit educational
practice that has wide reaching effects for
indigenous students.

Historical Context of Public
Alaskan Indigenous Education
Alaska is the largest, farthest north, and farthest
west state of the United States of America. Its
size, location, and history present remarkable and
distinctive characteristics that come with unique
educational and ethical concerns.
There are over two-hundred remote villages
ranging from 25 to 6,000 citizens. These villages
are spaced out over 663,000 square miles (the
farthest apart being roughly the distance from
New York City to Havana, Cuba). There are 22
different indigenous cultures with numerous
unique languages. Many villages are only
accessible by small airplane, small boat, or
snowmobile; only some are serviced by larger
commercial jets. Often, plumbing is limited, and
“outhouses” are common restrooms. In winter,
temperatures can reach 60 degrees below
Fahrenheit. Subsistence, in the form of hunting,
trapping, fishing, whaling, and foraging are the
Joseph P. Gone, W.E. Hartmann, A. Pomerville, DC.
Wendt, S.H. Klem, & R.L. Burrage, “The Impact of
Historical Trauma on Health Outcomes for Indigenous
Populations in the USA and Canada: A Systematic
Review,” American Psychologist 74, no. 1 (2019): 20. Paul A.
LeBuffe, & Ann McKay Bryson, “Academic
Achievement of American Indian and Alaska Native
Students: Does Social-Emotional Competence Reduce
the Impact of Poverty?”, American Indian and Alaska
5
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norms of life. Certified teachers that meet state
and federal requirements are limited. These
villages suffer from high rates of the following:
alcoholism, drug abuse, suicide, domestic abuse,
adverse childhood experiences, diabetes, and
other long-term physical and mental health
problems.5 Having only been “discovered” in
1741 by Russian explorers, sold to the U.S. in
1867, and entered into statehood in 1959, Alaska
is referred to as The Last Frontier.
Since Russian and American colonialism
there has been a lived struggle between learning
indigenous ways and assimilating into “western”
ways. To be sure, before colonialism, indigenous
education did not come in the form of schooling.
Writing about indigenous education before
colonialism, Yupiaq scholar Angayuqaq Oscar
Kawagely maintains:
In distant times, education was well suited to
the people and to their ecological systems . .
. Education was a part of life. It was provided
effectively and stress-free by parents, family,
extended family, and the community . . .
Every person knew that all would have a part
in the community and the community took
care of them. The foremost purpose of
traditional education was to insure that the
principles or rules for constructing a
cognitive map for life were learned well by all
people . . . From this they would make tools
for making a living. The environment was
their school and their cathedral, and reading
its natural processes gave meaning to all life.6

Native Mental Health Research 24, no. 1 (2017): 1. Marc
Kruse, Nicolas Tanchuk, & Robert Hamilton,
“Educating in the Seventh Fire: Debwewin, Minobimaadiziwin, and Ecological Justice,” Educational Theory
69, no. 5 (2019): 587-601.
6 Angayuqaq Oscar Kawagley, A Yupiaq Worldview: A
Pathway to Ecology and Spirit (Long Grove, IL: Waveland
Press, 2006), 21.
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Before colonialism, indigenous education was
part and parcel with life; education was not
considered as isolated to a specific space and
place.

My first experiences with school teachers
were not much better. In first and second
grade, my teachers were women who were
disciplinarians and took it upon themselves
to whip us anytime we so much as looked at
them the wrong way. My older brother
Jimmy said that having their husbands for
teachers was even worse, for the men seemed
to take pleasure in spanking the boys.
Once, when my first-grade teacher
paddled my behind with a Ping-Pong paddle,
I laughed at the foolishness of it. She was a
frail thing, in high heels and a skirt, who wore
herself out spanking a bunch of us, and it was
obvious she was getting tired. When at last
she started on me, I started to giggle. She
became so incensed that she threw me into
the closet for an hour.8

The intergenerational
experience of the moral history
of schooling in Alaska—gives
education a bad name.
With colonialism, education for indigenous
cultures changed. The elders from indigenous
communities were no longer the teachers of
value, and of the world; the teaching of
knowledge, understanding, and wisdom began to
come from books and from foreign teachers.
During this time, many Alaskan indigenous
people died of epidemics; proselytization of
Christianity was prominent, and with American
colonization English was mandatory in schools.
Accordingly, indigenous people began to lose
their native languages and their indigenous
philosophies.7 The curriculum changed
drastically as well. Studying rivers, weather,
snowpack, roots, animals, oral history, etc. were
no longer seen as objects of valuable knowledge
(even though they are present academic studies).
Because of this drastic adjustment, the
relationship between indigenous students and
education changed.
Schooling can be a source of wisdom in
many ways, but not necessarily. It can also be a
source of pain and humiliation. Remembering
the year of 1965, in her 2003 book, Raising
Ourselves, Alaskan Gwich’in author Velma Wallis
writes about her early years in school:
Harold Napoleon, Yuuyaraq: The Way of the Human Being
(Fairbanks, AK: Publications Centre for Cross-Cultural
Studies, College of Rural Alaska, University of Alaska
Fairbanks, 1991).
7

Corporal punishment is not unique to Public
Alaskan Indigenous Education, but what I would
like to draw attention toward here is that Wallis
and her fellow classmates expected that their
experience with education was going to be
physically and morally painful. Colloquially, this
anticipation—namely, the intergenerational
experience of the moral history of schooling in
Alaska—gives education a bad name.
Wallis goes on, “I was well acquainted with
feelings of rebellion and hatred toward educators
when I met my third-grade teacher. She would be
the one to open doors in my mind and to restore
some of my self-esteem.”9 Though the animosity
to schooling is keyed into here, it is important to
note a positive aspect of Wallis’s memory; her
third-grade teacher, Miss McMullin, was a source
of inspiration.10 Nevertheless, though the story
of indigenous education is not all negative,
Velma Wallis, Raising Ourselves: A Gwich’in Coming of Age
Story from the Yukon River (Kenmore, WA: Epicenter
Press, 2003), 93.
9 Ibid.
10 It is not my intention to vilify schooling in Alaska, but
to tell an accurate story.
8
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confusion about the moral history of Public
Alaskan Indigenous Education abounds.
To juxtapose these past portraits of Public
Alaskan Indigenous Education, the following are
some relatively present statistics of a local school
taken from Alaska’s Department of Education
website: for a K-12 school of one hundred
students, there are ten teachers, zero counselors,
and zero nurses.11 Only twenty percent of the
teachers have been at the school for five or more
years, and thirty percent of students improved
from one year to the next on state summative
assessments. Fifty-seven percent of students are
classified as economically disadvantaged and
sixty-two percent are determined chronically
absent.12
These statistics are meant to give a quick look
at what primary and secondary schools in rural
Alaska are presently like according to
standardized measurements. Over half of these
indigenous students are missing at least three
weeks out of the school year, if not more.
Further, it shows that many teachers do not stick
around for more than five years, and that nurses
and counselors are nonexistent.
Statistics on higher education for Alaskan
indigenous students are hard to come by.
However, in his 1991 report to the U.S.
Department of Education, “American Indian
and Alaska Native Higher Education: Toward a
New Century of Academic Achievement and
Cultural Integrity,” Wright writes:

For the academic school year 2017-2018. The location
was randomly picked, is located above the arctic circle,
and will remain unnamed.
12 Taken from www.education.alaska.gov/compass.
According to my research, this village represents an
average sample.
13 Bobby Wright, “American Indian and Alaska Native
Higher Education: Toward a New Century of Academic
Achievement and Cultural Integrity,” in Indian Nations
at Risk Taskforce, Commissioned Papers (Washington, DC:
Department of Education, 1991), 1.
11
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Low enrollment rates and high attrition rates
contribute to low college graduation rates
and even lower rates of participation in
graduate programs. Most Native college
students attend public institutions, and over
half attend two-year colleges. Less than half
attend full time. Native participation in
higher education is inhibited by persistent
barriers to access, retention, and graduation,
such as: inadequate academic preparation,
insufficient financial support, unsupportive
institutional climate, lack of Native role
models, and cultural influences on student
adjustment.13
If Wright’s analysis is still accurate today, then
American Indian and Alaskan indigenous
students attend college at lower rates than other
demographics. Academic achievement, civic
achievement, and opportunity gaps are of little
wonder under such circumstances.14
Again, this is meant to fill in some of the
larger portrait of Public Alaskan Indigenous
Education.

Further Tensions: Cultural
Mismatch
The year is 2017; Chris is a sixteen-year-old
Yupik student who lives on St. Lawrence Island,
an island in the middle of the Bering Strait. It is

M.J. Brayboy & K.T. Lomawaima, “Why Don't More
Indians Do Better in School? The Battle Between US
Schooling & American Indian/Alaska Native
Education,” Daedalus 147, no. 2 (2018): 82-94. Meira
Levinson, No Citizen Left Behind (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2012). Gloria Ladson-Billings,
“Lack of Achievement or Lack of Opportunity?”, in
Closing the Opportunity Gap: What America Must do to Give
Every Child an Even Chance, eds. Prudence L. Carter and
Kevin G. Welner (New York, NY: Oxford University
Press, 2013).
14
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36 miles off the coast of Russia—its closest
landmass.15
He is on a boat with family members hunting
a bowhead whale. If they are successful, the meat
will go toward feeding the island which consists
of two villages (population 1,352) for the year. In
a place where milk can be over ten dollars a
gallon—cows are scarce in Alaska and
nonexistent on St. Lawrence Island, and this is
not to mention the price of gasoline or other
food items—subsistence is not only crucial for
providing the necessities of life, but it is also an
immemorial tradition.
Chris has been training for this day his whole
life. Today, he has the chance to be “the
striker”—his training pays off and the hunt is
successful. Later, the communities of the island
wholeheartedly thank and congratulate him for
his diligent work, but not long after the
celebration he receives hundreds of hate emails
and even death threats; a well known animal
rights activist has caught wind of his successful
hunt, and after a viral post, hundreds of people
are making obscene and morbid remarks at his
expense. People even rudely comment about his
mother, which is more than Chris can handle. He
stops going to school, almost stops talking, and
questions life. However, after receiving a letter of
support from the Governor, and a
congratulatory phone call from a State Senator,
he vows to keep hunting.
In the terms of Jennifer Morton’s 2019 book,
Moving Up without Losing Your Way, this scene
illustrates a cultural mismatch.16 Her description
of the preconditions of a striver’s life—someone
born into a systematically unjust situation, which
requires unequal educational, political, and
economic hardships—perfectly fits with those

that are born in many Alaskan villages. Yet, rarely
are such villages thought of in such analyses.
Morton argues that the ethical costs of moving
up should be honest and clear-eyed.
Furthermore, not just individuals but
communities at large should have mobility.

This is a true story; see: https://www.adn.com/alaskalife/we-alaskans/2017/08/12/internet-threats-houndteen-subsistence-hunter-after-he-kills-bowhead-whale/.
16 Jennifer Morton, Moving Up without Losing Your Way:
The Ethical Costs of Upward Mobility (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2019).

17

15

He is on a boat with family
members hunting a bowhead
whale. If they are successful,
the meat will go toward
feeding the island which
consists of two villages
(population 1,352) for the year.
Accordingly, Morton’s analysis should be
extended to highlight the ethical trade-offs that
most indigenous people and communities have
to face on their way up. That is, the ethical costs
of upward mobility in “our western world” will
be felt by most indigenous people, for there is a
mismatch between indigenous culture and the
“western” world in general, which includes
academia at large. Put differently, the childhood
goods of Alaskan indigenous students—those of
connection to the natural world and the
connection to the overall community for survival
and flourishing—are in direct conflict with some
modern educational goods.17
Growing up in Alaska as an indigenous
person, I was keenly aware that education was
used as a tool against indigenous people; I knew
that schools were “worse” when my mom was a
child, even worse when my grandmother was
growing up, and not really existent when my
great-grandparents were of school age. I often
Kawagley, A Yupiaq Worldview. Harry Brighouse, Helen
F. Ladd, Susanna Loeb, and Adam Swift,
Educational Goods: Values, Evidence and Decision-Making
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2018).
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heard stories about how my grandmother was
physically reprimanded in school for speaking
her native language. Moreover, for Alaskan
indigenous people, there is nothing remotely
prestigious about going to a boarding school.
In grade school, I remember learning about
the history and culture of the U.S. and other parts
of the world, but never learning anything in
school about indigenous culture or places.
Accordingly, I felt like my heritage was
unrecognized and devalued because the ways of
life of my family were not included as objects of
school study. For example, we learned about the
Mississippi River, the Amazon, and even the
Nile. But what about the Yukon River in our
Alaskan backyard, and what about fish wheels
and trapping animals—things my elders went on
at great length to teach me about? Indeed, I
recognized that my culture and schooling were
often seen as antithetical; this is a mismatch, and
there is no doubt that Chris, Velma Wallis, and
others feel this.
This complete lack of cultural relevance is
not necessarily the case in public Alaskan schools
today. Presently, highschoolers are mandated to
take at least one Alaskan history course, studentteachers are mandated to take three credit hours
of an approved Alaskan studies course, and there
is a movement for other types of culturally
sustaining education in classrooms. There is even
an animated PBS kids show about present
indigenous culture, called Molly of Denali.
Nevertheless, there was nothing in place like this
when I was in school. Relatedly, schooling was
not a main interest for my family, relatives, and
kin.
But why does this matter—why does history
matter?

This hatred of schooling is often incorrectly confused
with misology—the hatred of study.
18
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Alaska and Educational Ethics
Public Alaskan Indigenous Education should
serve as a standard normative case study in
educational ethics.
There are unique lessons that we, qua
educational practitioners, can learn from Public
Alaskan Indigenous Education. Not only do
these tensions within the unique and diverse
educational aims, practices, and policies of Public
Alaskan Indigenous Education serve to tease out
ethical ramifications, but they also teach us what
education can and should be. Moreover, Alaska’s
story has been engaging with the ethics of
education, if only implicitly, since Russian
colonialism. Namely, the indigenous people of
Alaska (and others) have viewed schooling with
a critical and reflective eye since the 19th century,
but sadly, until recently, indigenous people have
had little power to affect systemic practices and
policies, if at all.
The educational task to get students to have
a positive relationship with schooling (and
education in general) is not new, but for
indigenous students this task is different, because
there exists in such places a lived, if only implicit,
hatred of schooling.18 This hatred of schooling is
different from other (non-indigenous) forms,
because of what the history of schooling has
done to indigenous culture. In short, schooling
was used in many ways as a tool against
indigenous culture. Below, I attempt to learn
something from the above vignettes about how
to form a positive relationship to schooling, and
education in general, for Public Alaskan
Indigenous Education.
It is easy to think of Alaskan indigenous
education as a problem for the indigenous people
of Alaska and for them alone, or perhaps even as
a problem delegated to the past. However, as
should be clear by now, this is not just a problem
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isolated in bygone history, and as will be shown
pursuits, using their labor to assist in mining,
below, not only is the U.S. government politically
transportation, and the production of food.20
and morally responsible for the past, present, and
future of Public Alaskan Indigenous Education,
Naturally, this training and education took away
but also indigenous culture can help improve our
time and experience from indigenous ways, and
system of democracy. Nevertheless, more history
vocational work was given emphasis; however,
is illuminating.
entry-level manual labor was the norm for the
When the Secretary of State, William H.
indigenous workforce, if any employment was
Seward, purchased Alaska from Russia in 1867,
found at all.
the U.S. government and the American Indians
Following the 1924 Indian Citizenship Act,
of the contiguous states had already made many
the 1928 Meriam Report, officially titled, The
agreements that Alaskan indigenous people were
Problem of Indian Administration, was submitted to
not legally involved with. It was not until the
the Institute of Government Research.21 This
1884 Organic Act that the federal government
report not only brought attention to many of the
passed legislation that
social and political
Growing up in Alaska as an
delegated responsibility
issues that indigenous
of providing schooling
indigenous person, I was keenly Americans faced, but
in Alaska “for children
it also called for
aware that education was used
of all races” to the
reformation
of
as a tool against indigenous
Secretary
of
the
indigenous education:
Interior.19 Nevertheless,
boarding schools and
people.
the
schooling
of
culturally insensitive
indigenous Alaskan students, if it occurred at all,
education were highly criticized. The Meriam
was heavily influenced by the 1819 Civilization
Report greatly influenced the 1934 Indian
Fund Act, which aimed at Christianizing and
Reorganization Act, which gave American
“civilizing” indigenous culture.
indigenous people greater sovereignty and
The early and influential American
control over their lands and economic situation.
missionary, Sheldon Jackson (c. 1897) writes,
However, it was not until after (and in large
part because) oil was discovered in 1968 on the
If the Natives of Alaska could be taught the
north shore of Alaska did Alaskan indigenous
English language, be brought under Christian
people settle their aboriginal claim to the title of
influences by the missionaries and trained
traditional lands, and were compensated for
into forms of industry suitable for the
other original lands now occupied by the Federal
territory, it seems to follow as necessary
and State governments. The 1972 Alaska Native
result that the white population of Alaska,
Claims Settlement Act incorporated the Alaskan
composed of immigrants from the States,
indigenous people into twelve regional
would be able to employ them in their
corporations,
effectively
ensuring
that
indigenous people would be a part of western
Carol Barnhardt, “A History of Schooling for Alaska
Native People,” Journal of American Indian Education 40, no.
1 (2001): 11.
20 Sheldon Jackson, Report of the Commissioner of Education
for the Year 1896-1897, Vol. I (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1898), xliv. See also
19

William L. Iġġiaġruk Hensley, Fifty Miles from Tomorrow: A
Memoir of Alaska and the Real People (New York, NY: Sarah
Crichton Books, 2009), 205.
21 Lewis Meriam, The Problem of Indian Administration,
(1928), https://narf.org/nill/resources/meriam.html/.
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capitalism—with the threat of bankruptcy and
loss of land, education into the western ways
became even more important.
Despite a confusing and morally troubling
history, it should be clear by now that the U.S. is
historically responsible for creating the
conditions described above. Accordingly, U.S.
educational policy makers are legally and morally
required to continue to positively affect Public
Alaskan Indigenous Education. Educational
ethicists and other educational practitioners
ought to help hold present policy makers
responsible, and move ethically responsible
education forward.

[Alaska Rural Systemic Initiative] (compared
to 24 other rural Alaskan districts) indicated
that its educational reform strategy fostering
interconnectivity and complementarity
between the formal education system and the
indigenous communities being served in
rural Alaska had produced an increase in
student achievement scores, a decrease in the
dropout rate, an increase in the number of
rural students attending college, and an
increase in the number of Native students
choosing to pursue studies in STEM
(science, technology, engineering and math)
fields.22

Culturally Sustaining Classrooms

Accordingly, having culturally sustaining
classrooms positively affects the standard
outcomes of indigenous students; learning how
indigenous culture and western ways are related
allows for indigenous people to not only learn
their traditional ways of life in school, but also
learn scholastic or academic knowledge more
fluidly.23 In short, culturally sustaining education
(and place-based curriculum) can help ameliorate
the academic achievement, civic engagement,
and opportunity gaps.
The government is morally failing indigenous
students when culturally sustaining education is
not given a place in the school’s overall axiology.
Relatedly, the U.S. government is failing all
citizens when they are not highly serving this
unique set of students. What indigenous people
bring to the table of civic engagement are, among
other things, the wisdom of being connected to
the environment—and to each other; both are
greatly needed in the 21st century, and beyond.
In the words of Meira Levison’s 2012 book,
No Citizens Left Behind, “Above all else, the gaps
in knowledge, skills, attitudes, and participation
matter because they profoundly diminish the

As the stories of the young whale hunter, Chris,
and author, Velma Wallis, illustrate, the challenge
for educational policy is reconciling conflicting
worldviews. As mentioned above, culturally
sustaining curriculum grounded in local culture
can help alleviate some of the hardships
indigenous students face at school. Furthermore,
and with gratitude, such education is presently
happening in rural Alaska.
The Alaska Rural Systemic Initiative, along
with the State government and other Alaskan
indigenous institutions, have created classroom
practices that engage with indigenous ways—all
the while attempting to bridge the conflicting
worldviews. In such classrooms, subjects like
geography, history, outdoor survival skills,
fishery research, botany, the aurora borealis,
food preservation, etc. are investigated with both
indigenous and modern scientific methods.
Barnhardt writes:
After ten years, data gathered from the 20
rural school districts involved with the
Ray Barnhardt and Alaska Native Knowledge
Network, “Indigenous Education Renewal in Rural
Alaska.”
22

Django Paris and H. Samy Alim, Culturally Sustaining
Pedagogies: Teaching and Learning for Justice in a Changing
World (New York, NY: Teachers College Press, 2017).
23
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democratic character and quality of the United
States.”24 Nevertheless, such rural communities
are rarely thought of in such analyses.
This deserves to change.

The Love of Wisdom in Alaska:
Indigenous Philosophy
Historically, indigenous people have not been
offered an armchair at the educational policy
table, because, among other things, indigenous
languages were not the dominant or working
language of educational discourse.
Nevertheless, this does not mean that
indigenous people do not historically know
anything about education—art, geography,
history, educational theory, etc.—or indeed
possess philosophies of their own. Truly
speaking, Public Alaskan Indigenous Education,
in all its forms throughout history, are
enactments of different philosophies of
education, but this has been given little emphasis.
From assimilation, to vocational education, and
to the present culturally sustaining classrooms,
indigenous people have experienced what can be
called different loves of wisdom (from the ancient
Greek “philo” meaning love and “sophia”
meaning wisdom). However, only recently have
indigenous philosophies—or put generally, an
indigenous love of wisdom—been included in
guiding educational aims, practices, and policies
in Alaska.
Indeed, the love of wisdom was present in
indigenous cultures before colonialism, and
exists today.25 Call this the Love of Indigenous
Wisdom. This new culturally sustaining Public
Alaskan Indigenous Education, mentioned
above, is an instance of present love of
indigenous wisdom. It is a particular philosophy
Meira Levison, No Citizens Left Behind (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 49.
25 Lesley Le Grange and Carl Mika, “What Is Indigenous
Philosophy and What Are Its Implications for
24
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of education; one that attempts to reconcile
western conceptions of education with
indigenous ways of life (i.e., indigenous
philosophies).
It is my contention that when a student
learns a piece of historically indigenous
knowledge in school that—by the same token—
they are being presented with a philosophy of
education. That is, not only are they being taught
a different type of education, but they also may
even begin to personally love the wisdom on
offer, if they feel so connected. Culturally
sustaining classrooms help create this connection
for indigenous students.
Put differently, if indigenous students are
drawn toward this type of schooling, then in this
“movement toward education,” they are
genuinely loving wisdom. This has been a central,
if not the paragon, educational aim and practice
since Plato’s Akademia (if not before), and
deserves an explicit place in Public Alaskan
Indigenous Education.

The Love of Wisdom
Alaskan indigenous culture is relatively new to
western society. In a lot of ways, indigenous
people have been thrust into a new world and
into a new way of life. Likewise, Alaskan
indigenous people are similar to the
“protagonist” in Plato’s Allegory of the Cave: we
have been thrust into a much bigger world, and
with this new circumstance and knowledge we
are forced to choose how best to live.

Education,” in International Handbook of Philosophy of
Education, ed. Paul Smeyers (New York, NY: Springer,
2018), 499-515. Marc Kruse, Nicolas Tanchuk, and
Robert Hamilton, “Educating in the Seventh Fire.”
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Unfortunately, Alaskan indigenous (and
many different scientific theories and methods
other indigenous) people are often still struggling
are already given attention within culturally
to flourish in this
sustaining curriculum,
new way of life. The love of wisdom was present in but here, as is
Similar to Plato’s
common
in
the
indigenous cultures before
allegory, an explicit
neoliberal world, the
colonialism, and exists today.
love of wisdom—as
emphasis and value of
a way of life—can
education is on the
help in this domain. If this is compelling, then
easily seen and easily measured instrumental
philosophy—as the love of wisdom—should be
value of the sciences—and only rarely on the
explicitly taught alongside culturally sustaining
humanities.26
classrooms. Indeed, if what is said above is true,
This is a mistake.
then an implicit philosophy is taught
Presumably, culturally sustaining classrooms
nevertheless. Thus, it would be wise to be
already implicitly teach intellectual virtues, and
mindful of the effects, and purposefully draw out
even reason assessment.27 Accordingly,
an explicit love of wisdom.
educational practitioners should explicitly
One might object: why teach philosophy in
endorse teaching the love of wisdom in Alaska
Public Alaskan Indigenous Education when real
because—at base—it is a desire to go on
things like plumbing and internet access in
learning, and at best, it is the education of virtue,
villages are major issues? Why put energy into
rationality, justice, and democracy. These are
such ivory tower ideals? Wouldn’t this be
values that have been present in indigenous
culturally insensitive?
culture for thousands of years. Thus, philosophy
To be sure, I am not suggesting that
may be an explicit educational practice that has
indigenous students should study and only study
wide-reaching effects for indigenous students.
the ancient Greeks or other canonical figures and
texts. Rather, I am suggesting that an explicit aim
Conclusion
of crafting and developing a lived love of wisdom
can be fecund with academic, civic, and
The moral dimensions surrounding Public
traditional growth. All things being equal, the
Alaskan Indigenous Education have been one of
oral histories, spiritual systems, and ethical
the hardest challenges for myself and such peers:
frameworks of the indigenous people will only be
I was not inspired to learn throughout primary
strengthened with an explicit comparative
and secondary school; I was confused about the
philosophy—which can also be a point of entry
moral history of Public Alaskan Indigenous
for indigenous students.
Education, and consequently the value of
Furthermore, the harm from colonialism did
education in general; I was not curious about
not come from learning about the larger world
scholastic learning and was not “lead out” (from
while practicing education at its fullest. Rather, it
Latin educere).
came from policing traditional ways; an act of not
allowing the love of wisdom to thrive. Moreover,
Martha Nussbaum, Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs
the Humanities (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2010).
27 Jason Baehr, Intellectual Virtues and Education: Essays in
Applied Virtue Epistemology (New York: Routledge, 2015).
26

Harvey Siegel, Education’s Epistemology: Rationality, Diversity,
and Critical Thinking (Oxford, UK: Oxford University
Press, 2017).
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Nevertheless, my horizons changed when I
drifted into college. At the University of Alaska,
I began wondering, “How ought I to lead my
life?” Learning that the discipline of philosophy
asked this ancient question in a critical way, I
realized that I should learn more, and for the first
time I was drawn to formal education; I learned
about the love of wisdom, and I was taught to
love wisdom. That is, not only did I learn about the
writings of Plato, Descartes, etc., but my
relationship with learning and understanding was
transformed, and thus my relationship with
education changed.
I took an active and explicit role in my
education that was not there before. I began to
explicitly love learning and love wisdom—I
pursued and sought it out—I had an eros (from
ancient Greek love) for it—a literal friendship or
relationship (philo) with learning and education
was formed. I have succeeded in academia,
insofar as I have, because there is an explicit
valuing of wisdom (sophia) and education that I
now practice. This illuminates that—at base—
philosophy (the love of wisdom) is a positive
relationship with education.
Again, the young Yupik whale hunter Chris,
Gwich’in author Velma Wallis, and so many
others have historically been missing valuable
opportunities to explicitly practice this
educational-ethical value within the colonial
culture and schooling passed down.
Yet there is hope here.
Alaska, and other global institutions, are
beginning to administer systematic education
with culturally sustaining methods, and this is a
way to draw out the lived love of wisdom within
indigenous students. In this article, I argued that
policy makers are morally required to enact a
measured change with regard to Public Alaskan

Indigenous Education, and that the U.S.
government is morally failing indigenous
students when culturally sustaining education is
not given a place in the school system’s overall
axiology.
It is time that the knowledge, skills, and
attitudes of indigenous people are brought into
the social and political discussion. Philosophy
can help here. Educational ethicists and other
practitioners can further learn about educational
and ethical theory by reflecting more on Public
Alaskan Indigenous Education.28
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Brick, Tatiana Geron, Krystal Smith, Jessica Talamantez,
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Finding a Riverview: AntiRacist Education,
Decolonization, and the
Development of a
District-Wide Wabanaki
Studies Curriculum
Fiona Hopper
Portland Public Schools
Social Studies Teacher Leader and Wabanaki
Studies Coordinator

In

my experience, my fellow white New
Englanders know very little about the Indigenous
peoples, histories, or cultures of this area. In
what is now called Maine, there is profound
ignorance about Penobscot, Passamaquoddy,
Mi’kmaq, and Maliseet/ Wolastaqiyik cultures
and communities.
When we encounter our ignorance, we often
express surprise or perhaps embarrassment, but
we rarely consider our ignorance a matter of
public health. So when Lisa Sockabasin, Director
of Programs and External Affairs at Wabanaki
Public Health, said during an early meeting
between Portland Schools officials and tribal
leaders, that Wabanaki Studies was a matter of
public health, I thought about it for weeks
afterwards. As I contemplated her words, it
became clear that decolonizing is not a social
justice add-on, or a trendy way to demonstrate
wokeness, or an additional box on the cultural
proficiency checklist.
It is a matter of life and death.
Charles Mills, “White Ignorance,” Race and Epistemologies
of Ignorance (Albany, NY: State University of New York
Press, 2007), 11-38.
1
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Like most white people, I’ve been trained to
think that my ignorance is accidental, or at least
benign, but it’s neither. Also, it isn’t as simple as
not knowing. As Charles Mills points out, white
ignorance cannot be explained as white notknowing because it is ultimately about errors and
biases in thinking, which cannot be overcome
just by learning new information.1 The kind of
place-ignorance I share with most of my fellow
white New Englanders is not just a byproduct of
settler colonialism.
It is the work of settler colonialism.
This place-ignorance, so common among
non-Native people and white people in
particular, is part of the structure of settler
colonialism. It’s no accident that we’re ignorant
and it’s no accident that we remain that way.
The failure of the state of Maine to
implement Wabanaki Studies is a structural
failure rooted in settler colonialism—a failure in
no small part responsible for the ongoing public
health crisis that Lisa Sockabasin identified.
Passamaquoddy nurse practitioner and
consultant for the Portland Publics School,
Bridgid Neptune, describes it this way:
Our tribal community, like others, is
mourning preventable deaths of young
people and deaths of our Elders who carry
our language and culture. As I mourn recent
losses and as each day passes, this work
becomes more and more important for us.
Without a doubt, I know that Wabanaki
Studies, done right, will change the outcomes
my family and Native community face.
***
The gravity of structural inequity was reinforced
for me when I stood below the Dundee Dam on
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the Presumpscot River last summer. The dam
protect the ecosystem to which they had
towered one hundred feet above—a great
belonged since time immemorial, the people of
behemoth of concrete and steel. Water poured
the Presumpscot river attacked dams, mills, and
down in a long, controlled line from the pond the
upriver logging settlements for the next
dam had created above.
seventeen years.4
Though it looks like part of the river on
I’d recently learned this history and thought
maps, to call this area a river is inaccurate. The
of it as I stood under the shadow of the Dundee
river has been buried in a pool of near stagnant
Dam. It was then that I saw how many traits
water. The dam has pushed the water far outside
white supremacy and settler colonialism have in
its banks, which causes
common with dams.
a continual swirl of silt
How their combined
It’s no accident that we’re
and debris. Even if they
forces
have
ignorant and it’s no accident
could make it up that
fundamentally shaped
that we remain that way.
far, fish would not be
the course of society
able to lay eggs in the
just as dams artificially
aquatic dead zone created by the dam. The
alter the course of a river. They use their power
flowing water that fish have journeyed from the
to control people and resources just as dams
sea to find for thousands of years is now gone.
control the flow of a river—and, as with dams,
Chief Polin, an Indigenous leader from the
full life is only restored through their removal.
Presumpscot River watershed, is the first
White supremacy and settler colonialism are
recorded water protectors of the Presumpscot
structures that shape contemporary American
River. In 1739, he traveled over one hundred
society, just as dams shape habitat. All who live
miles on foot to Boston to tell Governor Belcher
here travel through the deadened, toxic
of the destruction wrought by the dams that had
environment they create. All who live here have
been built to support the extraction of mast pines
their lives altered by white supremacy and settler
for British ships. These same ships transported
colonialism’s power to determine the time,
barrels of dried cod harvested by the ton from
length, and course of our passage. When we fall
the Gulf of Maine to feed enslaved Africans in
one hundred feet into the roiling waters below,
2
the southern colonies.
we think it was unavoidable. The experience of a
At this time, Colonel Thomas Westbrook,
life shaped by powerful, controlling, humanmilitary leader and the King’s Mast Agent, was
made systems convinces many of us that a series
building a massive dam across the river. In his
of dead ponds really is a river.
request that fish passage be included in the dam,
Thankfully not everyone is convinced. Many
Chief Polin referred to the Presumpscot as the
are still willing to share a river view.
“river to which I belong.”3 He explained that the
loss of a critical food source would devastate his
***
people.
Belcher requested that Westbrook add fish
Nearly twenty years ago, The Maine legislature
passage, but the request was ignored. In order to
passed LD 291, An Act to Require Teaching of
Atlantic Black Box Project, 2019,
https://atlanticblackbox.com/.
3 Lisa Brooks and Cassandra Brooks, “The Reciprocity
Principle and Traditional Ecological Knowledge,”
2

International Journal of Critical Indigenous Studies 3 (2010):1128.
4 Maine Historical Society, “Holding Up the Sky,” 2019,
https://www.mainememory.net/sitebuilder/site/2976/p
age/4665/display.
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Maine Native American History and Culture.5 The
legislation received little attention nationally, but
it laid the groundwork for other Indigenous
nations to push states to pass similar
requirements.
The legislation was written and put forward
by Donna Loring, the Penobscot Nation
representative to the Maine state government,
and Donald Soctomah, tribal representative from
the Passamaquoddy Nation. Though it did not
use the term decolonization, the law was, as
Indigenous Education scholar, Penobscot
Nation citizen, and relative of Donna Loring, Dr.
Rebecca Sockbeson, puts it: “intended to
function as an educational policy working toward
anti-racist education and decolonization.”
The intentions of the law’s Indigenous
authors, Dr. Sockbeson further explains, were
trivialized by state inaction.6 A lack of effort to
fulfill the requirements of the law became yet
another way for the state to disregard Native
communities and leaders and to perpetuate white
ignorance.
A recent state-wide survey revealed what
Indigenous leaders, educators, activists, and
presenters already knew: that the law was not
being followed and when attention was paid to
the Indigenous people of this area, it all too
frequently reinforced the colonial narratives of
extinction and the white supremacist narrative of
inferiority. Even after twenty years, the law that
set a new precedent in the nation has not been
institutionalized by schools.7
I’ve spoken with many educators over the
past few years, the majority of whom are
cisgender white women, like me. Many want to

honor their obligation to uphold state law and
teach Wabanaki Studies, but they frequently are
overwhelmed by the scope of what they do not
know and are afraid of making a mistake.
The combination of white ignorance, fear,
and the absence of institutional motivation and
support has left the groundbreaking legislation
passed in 2001 largely ignored in schools located
in what is now called Maine. Dr. Sockbeson
notes that “many call themselves ‘allies’ to
Indigenous peoples in Maine, yet Wabanaki
Studies Legislation has been left behind.”8
I first encountered LD 291 after nearly ten
years of teaching in the Portland Public Schools.
A Black colleague and I co-founded a course for
Portland educators focused on the relationship
between systemic racism and education. In our
design process, we decided to reframe American
history in terms of stolen land and stolen labor. I
cannot recall the exact origin of this idea. We
were reading and digesting a lot of information
at the time, but when we hit on that concept, the
entire course fell into place. We named white
supremacy and settler colonialism as the defining
structures of the United States of America, then
we went out and told our colleagues.
Since its inception, the course has served
nearly one hundred and fifty educators in our
district. It has proven to be a foundational
element of the district-wide equity work
launched just a few years after the course’s
inception. The class allows educators to
reconsider history they learned long ago and to
examine how systemic racism is at work in
themselves, their schools, and the United States.

An Act to Require Teaching of Maine Native American History
and Culture,
http://www.mainelegislature.org/legis/bills/bills_120th/
billtexts/LD029101-1.asp.
6 , Rebecca Sockbeson “Maine Indigenous Education
Left Behind: A Call for Anti-Racist Conviction as
Political Will Toward Decolonization,” Journal of American
Indian Education 58, no. 3 (2019): 105.

7

5

“Research Findings,” Reclaiming Native Truth: A
Project to Dispel America’s Myths and Misconceptions,
June 2018, https://rnt.firstnations.org/
8 Rebecca Sockbeson, “Maine Indigenous Education Left
Behind: A Call for Anti-Racist Conviction as Political
Will Toward Decolonization,” Journal of American Indian
Education-58, no. 3 (2019): 125.
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The creation of this class was, unknowingly, our
district’s first small move toward decolonization.
When we were still in the planning stages for
the course, I drove two hours north to the
Penobscot Nation. It was there I met Chris
Sockalexis, Officer of Historic and Cultural
Preservation, and later James Francis, Director of
Historic and Cultural Preservation and tribal
historian. James agreed to spend a class period
with the first group of teachers, and has been a
regular guest speaker ever since.
For many white teachers who grew up in
what is now called Maine, he is the first citizen of
a nation within the Wabanaki Confederacy they
have ever met. And for some teachers who grew
up in the towns of Orono, Old Town, or other
settler communities built on unceded Penobscot
territory, he is the first Penobscot citizen they
have spoken with at length.
In the fall of 2017, the Assistant
Superintendent of the Portland Public Schools,
Melea Nalli, and the then newly hired Equity
Specialist, Barrett Wilkinson, met, for the first
time, with Indigenous leaders from across the
state. About a month before, I’d read an article
in the local paper about a resolution in front of
the Portland city council to change Columbus
Day to Indigenous Peoples Day. In it, Portland
Superintendent Xavier Botana was quoted as
saying that our schools taught about colonization
and its destructive legacy.
I knew that teaching about the destructive
impact of settler behavior and teaching about
Indigenous peoples were far from being one in
the same, and I knew, too, that we were rarely
doing either one well within the Portland Public
Schools. But when I read that article, it taught me
to hope that we had district leadership who
would support the implementation of a
Wabanaki Studies curriculum.
I’d come to see LD 291 as anti-racist
legislation that the white supremacist institutions
of the state of Maine had left unfulfilled and to
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see its implementation as a critical first step
toward meaningful equity work.
As a personal second step, I reached out
to the mother of two Passamaquoddy children
who attended the elementary school where I
worked as an ESOL teacher. We met for a cup
of coffee and have since shared many more as we
became partners, colleagues, and close friends.
***
Bridgid Neptune (Passamaquoddy) grew up in
Mohtumikuk, part of the Passamaquoddy
community near the international border
between what is now called the United States and
what is now called Canada. She works as a nurse
practitioner in southern Maine, and also works
tirelessly as a consultant to the development of
Wabanaki Studies work in the Portland Public
Schools. Our district’s fledgling successes would
not be possible without the support, feedback,
and investment of Penobscot, Passamaquoddy,
Maliseet/Wolastoqiyik, and Mi’kmaq advisors
like Bridgid.
In addition to regular consultation from
Bridgid and support from the Penobscot and
Passamaquoddy tribal historians, James Francis
and Donald Soctomah, the district Academic
Team has met bi-annually with tribal advisors to
gather feedback on how our work is progressing
and on our proposed next steps. Roger Paul,
Chief Clarissa Sabattis, John Dennis, Lilah
Atkins, Maulian Dana, Lisa Sockabasin, Esther
Anne, Starr Kelly, Richard Sillyboy, Gabe Paul,
Rebecca Sockbeson, Darren Ranco, Donna
Loring, Maria Girouard, and Chris Sockalexis
have all participated in advisory meetings. The
guidance of Penobscot, Passamquoddy,
Maliseet/Wolastoqiyik, and Mi’kmaq advisors is
critical.
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We cannot expect to do any decolonizing of
Dawnland—one translation of the Indigenous
curriculum without attempting to decolonize the
name for the lands and waters of what is now
process by which it is created. This kind of “dam
called northern New England and the Maritime
removal” does not come easily to school
Provinces of Canada.
departments. It requires supportive leadership, a
After reading through my description, Roger
commitment to equity, and the vision to
pointed out that the nations of the Wabanaki
understand the critical
Confederacy—
In my fifteen years of
connection
between
Penobscot,
decolonizing, anti-racist
experience in education, this is Maliseet/Wolastoqiyik,
work and equity. It also not the norm of how schools do
Mi’kmaq,
requires patience, crossPassamaquoddy, and
business.
cultural
relationship
Abenaki—are
river
building, and resources.
people. “We have a
In my fifteen years of experience in education,
river view,” he said. I asked if landscape might be
this is not the norm of how schools do business.
a more appropriate term. “It’s your language,” he
Until I started working part time as the
joked good naturedly, “you decide.”
Wabanaki Studies Coordinator for the Portland
That morning, Starr Kelly, Curator of
Public Schools, I had no idea how little I knew
Education, had offered a tour of the museum to
about rivers, or even what there was to know
all meeting participants who arrived early. The
about them. The Indigenous leaders, advisors,
Abbe Museum is a small Smithsonian affiliate
and friends I’ve been privileged to work with had
and a national leader in decolonizing museum
not pointed this out directly, but instead have
spaces. She summarized the decolonizing
invited me to see, on many different occasions,
framework outlined in Amy Lonetree’s
that I do not have a river view.
groundbreaking book Decolonizing Museums:
I didn’t even know the term river view, let
Representing Native Americans in National and Tribal
alone what it implied, until Penobscot and
Museums.9
Passamaquoddy language teacher, Roger Paul,
Lonetree names (1) Collaborating with
mentioned it during a tribal advisory meeting at
Indigenous People, (2) Privileging Indigenous
the Abbe Museum.
Voices, and (3) Truth Telling as three guiding
I’d used the word land repeatedly in an early
principles—some might also say critical
draft of a curriculum scope and sequence. On the
commitments—of decolonizing work.
first page I wrote some assertions about the
The curator went on to frame the museum
importance of land-based education. I used land
tour through these principles so we could see
because that’s what was used in the articles I’d
how they have been applied to the curation of
read about decolonizing land-based education.
exhibits, use of space, and even the
These articles were all full of the word land. They
organizational structures of the museum. They
came from academics writing about the work
had used Lonetree’s principles to reconsider the
happening within First Nations communities in
colonial conception of a museum. The power of
the plains of what is now called Canada, an area,
this new (or newly popular) view had reshaped
I later realized, with fewer rivers than the
their organization.
Amy Lonetree, Decolonizing Museums: Representing Native
Americans in National and Tribal Museums (University of
North Carolina Press, 2012).
9
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The assistant superintendent, curriculum
director, and I wrote furiously in our notebooks
as she spoke.
Later in that same meeting I said that
meaningful inclusion of Wabanaki Studies in any
school-based curriculum would require that the
content and the concepts move through the
curriculum rather than being compartmentalized
in some tiny section of it. “You’re describing a
river,” John Dennis, Mi’kmaq educator, noted.
“Oh,” I said, “I had no idea.”
On the three-hour drive back to Portland, my
colleagues and I talked through everything we’d
heard. “I’ve never had a day like this,” one of my
colleagues said, “where I said almost nothing and
was engaged the entire time.” We all agreed and
discussed how we, too, might use the three
principles of decolonizing that the Abbe
Museum used to shape the development of
Wabanaki Studies curriculum and, maybe,
everything else.
***
Viewing settler colonialism as a structure rather
than a moment in long-ago history is a critical
first step in decolonizing work, Starr Kelly
explained to the social studies vertical team when
she presented to us. Settler colonizers come to
stay—that’s not an event, it’s an ongoing
invasion.10
Her presentation was titled Can We Decolonize
Educational Spaces?: A Critical Look at Settler
Colonialism and Empire Building. In it, she asked
teachers of history to consider the ways in which
they uphold empire-building as the pinnacle of
civilization and how destructive that ubiquitous
narrative is.
Even now, the Penobscot Nation is fighting
for water rights to the Penobscot River. This is
Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the
Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 8,
no. 4 (2006): 387-409.
10
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why decolonization and cultural humility are
named as guiding principles of the new social
studies instructional vision crafted by a team of
teachers, Indigenous parents, and students from
the Black Students Union, just this year. Moves
made toward decolonization allow for anti-racist
work, social justice education, environmental
education, and inquiry to be front and center.
Much of decolonizing in social studies begins
with an assertion of interrelationship. The
questions that follow require students and
teachers to see relationships between structures,
events, systems, and resources. These questions
include:
What is the relationship between power and
economics?
Between empire building, genocide, and
enslavement?
Between settler colonialism and the founding
of the United States of America?
Between dams and the dispossession of
Indigenous peoples?
What is the relationship between the state of
Maine and the tribal communities within its
superimposed boundaries?
What is Indigenous sovereignty and why is it
important?
What are treaty obligations? How can we
uphold them?
Decolonizing requires students and teachers to
ask critical questions of power, nation building,
capitalism, and all of the other topics schools
typically avoid engaging with.
In education. we often call this kind of
student-led inquiry “best practice.” But anyone
who has had the opportunity to learn, even a little
bit, from Native educators knows that
supporting
an
understanding
of
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interrelationship—and not feeding students
conclusions—is how Indigenous pedagogy
works. No jargon, special terminology, or teacher
training needed. Questions centered on
understanding interrelationship11 will underpin
the pre-K-12 Wabanaki Studies scope and
sequence currently under development. Bridgid
Neptune will get first read of the compelling
questions, then they will go to the tribal advisory
group. Finally, COVID-19 protocols permitting,
we will convene at the Abbe Museum once again.

Decolonizing requires students
and teachers to ask critical
questions of power, nation
building, capitalism, and all of
the other topics schools
typically avoid engaging with.
The questions will be revised and then will go
to the Social Studies Content Team, where they
will be refined once more. Then, finally, the team
will be ready to construct units that support each
inquiry. Some of that work will be reading,
reviewing, and adapting curriculum that already
exists—curriculum made by the Indigenous
nations of the Wabanaki Confederacy in what is
now called the United States and what is now
called Canada. Some of that work will involve
building new material. The whole process,
though, will be guided by the first principle Amy
Lonetree names: collaboration with Indigenous
communities.
All this said, the principle of collaboration is
often in tension with the normal bureaucratic
channels of curriculum development. It takes a
willingness on the part of district leadership in
order to function, and even then it is a tightrope
we’re walking all the time. We know that what we
Sometimes called compelling questions in the world of
inquiry-based education. See the Inquiry Design Model,
http://www.c3teachers.org/inquiry-design-model/.
11
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create will not be perfect. We know that teachers
in our district will need massive professional
development support. We know, too, that what
is created now will need to be refined again and
again and again as understanding grows and
knowledge is refined.
This will take a commitment to
collaboration: one that educational institutions in
the state of Maine have yet to sustain. But I am
heartened by the perspective Bridgid shared in a
recent update presented to the Portland School
Board. She wrote,
There’s been no shortage of well-intentioned
efforts and program on the Rez. We’ve seen
plenty of 2-3 year grant-funded programs
designed by non-Natives that fail to meet
their objectives. They fail to center the
community’s voice, perspectives or
strengths. They privilege their intentions,
while ignoring our culture and identities.
They are trying to “help,” they say. This is
not helpful, it’s harmful. This inevitably leads
to low expectations and mistrust. PPS has
avoided those missteps and is leading the
state in this work. They have, and continue
to, center Indigenous voices and
perspectives, which has earned them
confidence and buy-in from community
leaders, Elders, and young people. This has
not been easy or quick, it is complex and
emotional. Trust and communication needed
to be rebuilt before getting started on
tangible curriculum work.
***
One afternoon, I had lunch with James Francis,
at the Boom House, which overlooks a massive
dam spanning the Penobscot River in Old Town,
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Maine. When we entered, James ushered me over
memory, Mark Charles points to the deliberate
to the plate glass window to admire the river. I
ways in which settler colonialism and white
had never seen someone look at a river with such
supremacy have worked in tandem to break
attention and interest. It
communities
and
was as though we’d just Building a common memory in
prevent
shared
entered a room with a
understanding
in
order
order to create a true
revered guest, and I had
to ensure power and
community where all people
no idea who it was.
profit for a select few.
have dignity, safety, and equal Building a common
When I crossed the
bridge
over
the
access to resources and justice memory in order to
Penobscot
after
create
a
true
is the long, long work of
dropping James off, I
community where all
decolonizing.
looked out at the river,
people have dignity,
trying to see what he
safety, and equal access
saw. I watched the water swirl and ripple and
to resources and justice is the long, long work of
pour toward the giant dam downstream. This
decolonizing.
was the first time I’d ever deliberately
Last spring, the Portland Public Schools
contemplated a river. And I had a flicker of
hosted its first ever community dinner for
understanding. Rivers. That was where to begin
Indigenous families. Huntley Brook Singers from
if one wanted to find a river view.
Motahkomikuk set up in the middle of the
Highly respected aboriginal leader of the
Portland High School cafeteria and families
Dene First Nation, Georges Erasamus, says
gathered to eat, dance, talk, and learn about the
“where common memory is lacking, where
Wabanaki Studies work underway.
people do not share in the same past, there can
Bridgid had posted the event in social media
be no real community. Where community is to
forums used by her community and done
be formed, common memory must be created.”
outreach through a network of friends and
I first heard this quote while watching a
relatives scattered throughout her homeland. She
campaign announcement video from the 2020
hand signed and mailed invitations to the homes
presidential candidate, Mark Charles. In his
of students who appeared on a list painstakingly
campaign, Mark Charles, a citizen of the Navajo
created by our district student data expert. The
Nation and a scholar of the Doctrine of
process of creating that list revealed data
Discovery, calls for a truth and conciliation
collection problems that run deep into the local,
commission—on par with post-apartheid South
state, and federal data collection systems. The
12
Africa—to be created in the United States.
invisibility of Indigenous students in our district
He makes a compelling case for why this is
data was profound, and acts as a present moment
the only way to find truth, healing, and equality
example of the destructive aspects of settler
in a country based on land-theft, slavery, and the
colonialism.13 The drive to eliminate and replace
disenfranchisement of huge swaths of the
Indigenous people that perpetuated nearly one
population. In naming the absence of common
Mark Charles for President,
https://www.markcharles2020.com/
13 Northwest Tribal Educators Alliance, “Obscured
Identities: Improving the Accuracy of Identification of
American Indian and Alaska Native Students,” Education
12

Northwest (June 2017),
https://educationnorthwest.org/resources/obscuredidentities-improving-accuracy-identification-americanindian-and-alaska-native.
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hundred years of war in this area is still at work
in the data systems of today.
How can you build a common memory with
a community when you refuse to see that it is
even there?

As I watched him, I saw how
the school system had failed
him. It failed him because it
could not see him. I wondered
what it would’ve been like if he
could’ve been seen.
During the community dinner, I ran into a
student I’d known during my first year as a
teacher. He hadn’t been in my eighth grade
English class, but was best friends with a boy
who was. and they often hung around in my
room in the morning and after school. The
young man, who I will call Jason, had his
daughter with him. She would be starting
kindergarten in Portland in the fall.
I remembered Jason well. I had no idea he
was a tribal citizen of a nation in the Wabanaki
Confederacy. I doubted if any of his teachers
had, or if they knew, what it would have even
meant to them. Jason was constantly being
disciplined in school. He struggled academically
and seemed to drive his teachers crazy. I could
tell he was bright and funny, and I enjoyed
talking with him. But I was also a little relieved
that he wasn’t in my class.
Toward the end of the evening, Jason danced
in a circle around the drum with his daughter and
his nieces and nephews. He had his eyes closed.
His feet knew exactly what to do, so he had no
reason to look at them. As I watched him, I saw
how the school system had failed him. It failed
him because it could not see him. I wondered
what it would’ve been like if he could’ve been
seen. The entire trajectory of his life could’ve
14

A people which has no current land base in Maine.

55

been different if he had been seen and
understood at school.
Our institution failed him, and had no idea.
Jason’s sense of himself as a learner, his
future opportunities, his connection to school,
and his access to education were all collateral
damage of white ignorance. An ignorance that
can be, and is, deadly. His mother mentioned to
me that he’d had many struggles. She didn’t
elaborate, but I heard Lisa Sockabasin in my
head. Wabanaki Studies in every school is not
just about curricular compliance, it’s about
visibility, dignity, and, above all, every person and
community’s right to wellbeing.
Wabanaki Studies is about public health.
Where common memory is lacking, there can
be no community. Jason’s daughter’s first
experience in a public school will have been
dancing with her father and her cousins around
the drum and hearing songs in Passamaquoddy.
It isn’t enough. I don’t know if we’ll ever be able
to do enough, yet that moment marked a tiny
starting point to a long journey toward building
school communities where Indigenous students
are seen and respected.
***
Recently, I received a digital copy of a map that
shows the Presumpscot River watershed—in
which the city of Portland is located—striped of
roads, towns, and other development. It will be
the anchor for a unit about what it means to be a
water protector for third graders.
The goal for that unit, which will focus
primarily on Passamaquoddy, Penobscot,
Maliseet/Wolastoqiyik, Mi’kmaq, and Abenaki14
is water rights activism. This will replace the long
standing third grade Portland history unit, a unit
whose primary focus has been the study of
colonial landmarks scattered throughout the city.
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The
shift
toward
Indigenous-led
environmental justice movements marks a
turning point because the emphasis will no
longer be on preserving the story of settler
colonial greatness but on, what award-winning
Wolastoqiyik musician Jeremy Dutcher calls,
“building sustainable relationships with this place
we call home.”
Sometimes I’m asked why a white person is
doing this work. It’s not without its complexities,
certainly, but settler colonialism and white
supremacy are structures built by white people. It
is our work to unbuild them, too.
The teaching corps of Maine, like that of the
nation as a whole, is disproportionately white and
female. Every student in Maine will have many
white cisgender women as teachers and so it falls
to us, not Indigenous people, to figure out how
to provide a meaningful, respectful, and accurate
Wabanaki Studies education to Indigenous and
non-Indigenous students alike. This requires
white teachers to grapple with our ignorance, our
resistance, our socialization, our fragility, and our
endless anxiety about making mistakes.
My message to the many white teachers I’ve
worked with is as follows. For those among us
already seeking to do meaningful anti-racist
work, look no further. For those hesitating to
engage, that hesitation is ultimately about our
fear of discomfort—because I’ve yet to meet a
tribal citizen who didn’t already assume that we
would make lots of mistakes. Take a deep breath,
then join the Indigenous leaders, activists, artists,
representatives, scholars, and citizens who’ve
been fighting the public health crisis created by
settler colonialism and white supremacy for
centuries. Start by seeking the education you
probably never received and push for that
education to be included in all teacher education
programs and all schools.

Because our inaction is not neutral. It is
destructive.15

, Rebecca Sockbeson, “Maine Indigenous Education
Left Behind: A Call for Anti-Racist Conviction as

Political Will Toward Decolonization,” Journal of American
Indian Education 58, no. 3 (2019): 125.

15

***
Last summer, twenty-five educators from the
Portland schools and two Penobscot guides
paddled down river from Sugar Island, where
we’d just spent two days learning from
Penobscot leaders on tribal lands. The majority
of us were divided between two twenty-five-foot
warrior canoes. Ryan Ranco, one of the guides,
mentioned that he’d never seen the water so still.
It was a perfect mirror.
We glided by the remnants of two booms—
man-made barriers built in rivers to contain
logs—leftover from logging days. I could see the
image of each reflected in the water. The water
was so still that the boom and its reflection were
virtually indistinguishable. I would’ve believed
Ryan if he’d told me the boom was a sphere
suspended in water.
Everything is changed once seen from a
river.
Fiona Hopper has taught in the Portland Public Schools
for fifteen years. She started her career as a middle school
English Language Arts teacher and later became an
ESOL teacher for elementary school students. In 2015,
she co-founded a course for Portland teachers that explores
systemic racism and its impact on education both
historically and today. Fiona is starting her third year as
the Social Studies Teacher Leader and Wabanaki
Studies coordinator for the Portland Public Schools.

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 57-70
©Author(s) 2021

Reciprocal Sympathy in
the Thought of Lev
Vygotsky and the
Indigenous American
Metaphor of the Heart:
Generating a Unifying
Learning Climate with
Students from Diverse
Cultures
Greg Lendvay
Social Studies Department, Dallas ISD (Retired)

Imagine a child using her fingers to reach out for
something.
The movement, at first, is nothing more than
grasping for an object. However, when an adult
sees this movement, a significant change
happens. The child’s grasping movement gets a
reaction, says Lev Vygotsky, “from another
person.” The child’s pointing gesture establishes
a relationship between the child and the adult.1
This glimpse of a qualitative change is
characteristic of the moments that Vygotsky
passionately describes in his psychology of
learning.

Lev Vygotsky, Mind in Society (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1978), 56.
2 Lev Vygotsky, Thinking and Speaking (Cambridge, MA:
M.I.T. Press, 1962), 41.
3 Vygotsky, Mind and Society, 56-57.
4 Anton Yasnitsky, Vygotsky: An Intellectual Biography
(London, UK: Routledge, 2018), 119.
1
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Internalization on Psychological
Functions
All psychological functions—such as, perception
and attention, memory and attention, memory
and perception, thought and memory2—begin as
actual relations among human individuals. They
are gradually internalized, transforming into
intrapersonal processes.3 Even though Vygotsky
expresses before his death that he is merely at the
threshold of a theory, his work is a treasure house
for the psychology of learning and
consciousness.4
The play between inter-psychological
processes and intra-psychological processes fuels
Vygotsky’s psychology of learning. Many internal
processes develop “only when the child is
interacting with people in his environment and in
cooperation with his peers.”5 In the formation of
concepts during adolescence, for example,
elementary functions that are internalized in preadolescence remain, but, are “reconstructed”
through the mediation of signs and words.6
Concept formation requires the use of words as
tools.7
Concept formation opens up new challenges
for adolescents. The internal processes of the
individual during adolescence are stimulated by
external processes in the social environment
(including relations with teachers) in order to
develop thinking and the internalization of new
behaviors. Consequently, every new learning
with adults and peers—the new meaning of a
word or the use of an operation—is a beginning
point and presents new challenges for
development.8
Vygotsky, Mind in Society, 90.
Lev Vygotsky, Thought and Language (Cambridge, MA:
The M.I.T. Press, 2012), 114.
7 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 115.
8 Vygotsky, Mind in Society, 90.
5
6
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Cognitive tools, especially words and
concepts, lead toward the internalization of
cultural behaviors only by means of instruction
and interaction with adults.9 The internalization
of “socially rooted and historically developed
activities” becomes, for Vygotsky, the
“qualitative leap” that marks human learning and
development as unique processes.
When learning is genuine, though, the
internalization of cultural behaviors is not a fixed
result of genetic influences and environmental
forces. Something new and dynamic emerges.
The same functional structures and the same
environmental systems may be present in
learning, but, as Vygotsky forcefully describes in
a talk in 1930, what changes are the relations
among the functions. The inter-functional links
create “new constellations” that are not known
in the preceding stages of development.10
Vygotsky seeks ways to help teachers reveal
the “internal, subterranean” levels of each child’s
operations that are awakened by the curriculum
in the classroom. Every school subject
contributes to learning and guides toward new
development.11 Subjects become like a “formal
discipline” that stimulate psychological functions
as they operate through external functions to
internal, internal within themselves, internal to
external, and newly acted external to internal
functions.12
An example from the humanities is a method
like the operations of experience, understanding,
judgment, or decision.13 Each operation
stimulates internal and external functions using
social interactions that develop verbal meanings

and unite affective and intellectual processes with
behavior.14
In light of Vygotsky, a method like experience,
understanding, judgement, or decision must include
action, changes in behaviors, necessary for
continued learning.15 Students use words,
internalizing meanings and vocabulary in inner
speech, while externally demonstrating behaviors
of vocalizations and conversations, writing,
problem solving, and deliberate actions in ways
that can give the teacher glimpses of students’
inner processes.16
The “zone of proximal development”
becomes a strategy to assist a child to perform
and learn beyond her existing level of
development by using direct interactions,
cooperation, and detailed directions that guide
successful performances of operations.17
Furthermore, what happens in the instructional
classroom “plays a decisive role” in how a child
may become conscious of her own operations
and
begins
to
develop
“reflective
consciousness,” a new type of internal awareness
that allows both for changing perceptions of
situations and for perceptions of internal
processes.18

Vygotsky, Mind in Society, 57; Vygotsky, Thought and
Language, 200.
10 Lev Vygotsky, “On Psychological Systems,” in
Cognition and Language: The Collected Works of L.S. Vygotsky,
Vol. 3, ed. R.W. Rieber & J. Wollock (New York, NY:
Plenum Press, 1997), ¶ 6.
11 Vygotsky, Mind in Society, 91.
12 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 195-221.

13

9

Sympathy Characterizes Social
Interactions
What gives Vygotsky’s work its most
characteristic significance is his method of
process analysis and the implications within that
analysis for what may be called reciprocal
sympathy.
Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology (New York, NY:
Herder and Herder, 1970), 120.
14 Vygotsky, Thinking and Speaking, 45-48.
15 Vygotsky, Thinking and Speaking, 48.
16 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 190-201.
17 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 197-199.
18 Vygotsky, Thinking and Speaking, 188; Vygotsky, Thought
and Language, 180-181.
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Vygotsky explains his process analysis by
awareness allow for communication and
using the example of water. Investigators can
understanding.23 However, Vygotsky goes deeper
break down water into its chemical elements, two
than this. He states, “true and full understanding
atoms of hydrogen and one atom of oxygen, and
of another’s thought is possible only when we
study those elements, just like many
understand its affective-volitional basis.”24
psychologists have studied psychological
Thought and speech, key to analyzing human
functions as a collection of separate elements.
consciousness, are generated by desires, needs,
Analyzing water in this
interests, and emotions
Vygotsky refers to an
way will not lead to the
that are at the core of
meaning that water has
“instinctive sense of sympathy each person. The
in its daily uses and
affective-volitional basis
for another person” that
functions within the
of consciousness is the
characterizes the meaning of
community of life—just
significant “unit” of
like the study of
Vygotsky’s
process
social interactions.
psychological functions
analysis that manifests
as separate elements will
how
a
reciprocal
not glimpse the meaning of psychological
sympathy between teacher and students is
functions within the relationships of people in
necessary for mutual consciousness, intentional
the community.19 Vygotsky uses the concept of
awarenesses, communication, learning, and
“units” rather than “elements,” explaining units
continuing development.25
as ways to refer to the whole dynamic of intra“Developmental events,” as Vygotsky calls
functional and inter-functional relations in
them,26 require constant interaction between
concrete situations. Analyzing units sustains an
external structures and internal structures27 until
intentional awareness of the “characteristics of
the use of signs and words becomes a way of
the whole.” 20
manifesting internal functions, the fruit of
Vygotsky refers to an “instinctive sense of
internalization.28 Vygotsky repeatedly stresses the
sympathy for another person” that characterizes
importance of understanding the internal
the meaning of social interactions.21 He also
relationships to all the processes involved in
explores how children and adults can share the
learning and consciousness.29
same understanding even if by means of different
However, Anton Yasnitsky uncovers in his
22
operations.
recent biography that Vygotsky was
While people attached to their own meanings
uncomfortable with the metaphor of
often fail to understand other members of the
“internalization” because the term could easily be
community, people with shared perspectives and
considered an element rather than essential to a
subjects that are the same in one another’s
whole process.30 Vygotsky avoids understanding
Vygotsky, Thinking and Speaking, 43-44; Vygotsky,
Thought and Language, 4-5.
20 Vygotsky, Thinking and Speaking, 44.
21 Vygotsky, “On Psychological Systems,” ¶ 14.
22 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 134-136.
23 Vygotsky, Thinking and Speaking, 269; Vygotsky, Thought
and Language, 253.
24 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 267.
19

Lev Vygotsky, Educational Psychology (Boca Raton, FL:
St. Lucia Press, 1997). See in particular ch. 12, “Ethical
Behavior,” ¶ 22.
26 Vygotsky, Mind in Society, 57.
27 Vygotsky, Thinking and Speaking, 92 and 112.
28 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 57.
29 Vygotsky, Thinking and Speaking, 43, 92, 112, 126;
Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 56-57 and 90-91.
30 Yanitsky, Vygotsky: An Intellectual Biography, 86.
25
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internalization as producing an independent self
Perezhivanie and the Classroom
with a consciousness cut off from the
Environment
community.
The relationship between thought and
In a lecture near the end of his life, in 1934,
speech, key to Vygotsky’s understanding of
Vygotsky
uses the term, perezhivanie, translated
consciousness, is a historical process wherein
into
English
as “emotional experience,” to
“thought is born through words” and “word
challenge those interested in child development
devoid of thought is a dead thing.”31 Vygotsky’s
to find “the particular prism through which the
results concerning the inward aspects of speech,
influence of the environment on the child is
a word’s connection to objects and reality, the
refracted.”
“transformation from perception to thinking,”
Emotional experience, perezhivanie, for
leads him to affirm that a living “word is a direct
Vygotsky, includes children’s attitudes, how
expression of the historical nature of human
32
children become aware of an event and situation,
consciousness.” What is most internal for the
how they interpret the sense (what is actually
person (the desires, needs, emotions, interests,
happening and how they determine meaning),
motivations) is a social-historical core that is not
33
what the event means for themselves and others,
an individually independent entity.
and how children emotionally relate to the
Vygotsky’s affirmations about human
characteristics present within the situation.37
consciousness reverberate in the very language
Seeking to relate to the
we use. Etymologies
“prism” that students
Sympathy, therefore, is at the
breath life back into
have lies at the core of
words we take for
core of social interactions.
teachers’ sympathetic
granted. “Conscious”
responsibility to their students.
comes from the Latin cum, together, and scire, to
34
An immigrant high school student who knew
know or understand. Likewise, “conscience” is
some English, for example, was assigned to a
rooted in the words together, cum, and scientia,
classroom in which the instructor was lecturing
skilled knowledge and knowledge of the law.
to students sitting in desks positioned in long
Knowledge in relation to law was extended by
rows. The student became filled with anxiety
Cicero’s use of conscientia to refer to selfbecause she could not comprehend the sonorous
knowledge in relation to social values, a
35
delivery of the instructor and found it difficult to
declarative act. The concept of “conscience”
follow the other students’ verbal interactions,
implies a social context.
during and after class. Fortunately, the school
For Vygotsky, the “internalization” of socialcounselor checked on the recent arrival and
educational aims becomes the only way that
sensed the girl’s anxiety and distress.
genuine socially valuable behaviors can be
36
The counselor arranged to transfer the
generated by humans. Sympathy, therefore, is at
student to a teacher who had the walls of his
the core of social interactions.
classroom filed with prints of art works from
Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 270.
Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 270-271.
33 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 271.
34 Charlton Lewis and Charles Short, A Latin Dictionary
(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1987), 426
and 1643.

Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary, 426.
Vygotsky, Mind in Society, 57; Vygotsky, “Ethical
Behavior,” ¶ 45.
37 Lev Vygotsky, The Problem of the Environment,” in
The Vygotsky Reader (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1994),
341-343.

31

35

32

36
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various cultures and who employed strategies of
second language acquisition. Lesson delivery
involved short readings with graphics that
illustrated the text and questions to guide analysis
and synthesis of the information.
The graphics and short texts were projected
from a computer to a screen and the students had
their own printed copies of the visuals, text, and
questions to notate and highlight. The students
were to work in groups, first to analyze the
visuals and texts, then to synthesize the content
and make connections with other topics. The
short reading was slowly read aloud by the
teacher, pausing to emphasize key words and
make connections for all students to hear.
The teacher read the passage aloud again.
This time breaking the reading into short phrases
and inviting the students to repeat the phrases
several times. Then each group read the passage
again to each other. The teacher visited each
group as the students read.
The same procedure was used to answer the
questions that accompanied the text and visuals.
The newly placed immigrant student felt
comfortable with the three other students to
whose group she was appointed. She repeated
aloud the phrases that the teacher stressed. She
read with her group and began to discuss the
written and visual information that related to
each question.
This student’s involvement in these two
classrooms illustrates that emotional experience
is both something outside the child and, also,
how the child experiences the situation. As
Vygotsky emphasizes, “all the personal
characteristics and all the environment’s
characteristics are represented in an emotional
experience [perezhivanie].”38

In dealing with emotional experiences,
different students, with their own constitutional
characteristics, will experience the same event in
different ways. Different events, with their own
situational characteristics, likewise, will “elicit
different emotional experiences” in students.39
The term, perezhivanie, relates to affectivevolitional, emotional, intuitive, imaginative, and
intellectual experiences as well as external
perceptions, internal proprioceptions, and
memories. The term packs more than the usual
meaning of the English words, “emotional
experience.”40 The term, perezhivanie, refers to a
student’s “process of experiencing” and to the
“contents” of what the student is experiencing41
on the one hand, and to the total situational
characteristics of the classroom, on the other.
Vygotsky’s process analysis, therefore, yields that
a student’s personal characteristics and the
classroom environment are an “indivisible
unity.”42
This “indivisible unity” is at the core of
Vygotsky’s principle regarding the role of the
environment: “that which is possible to achieve
at the end and as a result of the developmental
process is already available in the environment
from the very beginning”—and that which “is
only supposed to take shape at the very end of
development, somehow influences the very first
steps in this development.”43 This principle can
become a way for teachers to envision the
classroom environment.
The “ideal or final form” of the
developmental period is to be modeled and
represented in the classroom environment. If the
“ideal or final form” is not adequately modeled
and represented, the chances for students’
achievements are limited as a result. Therefore,

Vygotsky, “The Problem of the Environment,” 342.
Vygotsky, “The Problem of the Environment,” 343.
40 Nikolai Veresov, “Perezhivanie as a Phenomenon and
as a Concept: Questions on Clarification and
Methodological Meditations,” Kul’turno-istoricheskaya
psikolgiya 12, no. 3 (2016), 130.

41

38
39

Veresov, “Perezhivanie as a Phenomenon and as a
Concept,” 135.
42 Vygotsky, “The Problem of the Environment,” 342.
43 Vygotsky, “The Problem of the Environment,” 347348.
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the classroom acts both as a support for
development and as a source of development.44
Vygotsky’s understanding of emotional
experience, perezhivanie, brings together valuable
insights relative to the responsibility of teachers
and the art of teaching. Students’ social
interactions and internalization of interrelated
functions do not lead students to an independent
self, but, rather, toward the heart of social
connections.45

In several of the ancient
Mesoamerican cultures the
primary task of the human
being was to develop a face, a
unique character, which was
presented to the community
and the powers of the
universe.
Those connections
are characterized by

a
reciprocal sympathy and sympathetic forms of
operation. Inspired by Vygotsky, the planning
and operations of teachers involve a constant
“dynamic and relative interpretation” of the
classroom environment—one which influences a
student’s “personality, consciousness, and
relationship with reality.”46
Consequently, teachers connect with socially
embodied psychological life within the
situational characteristics of the classroom
environment. There, teachers can seek to find
out and appreciate the unique “prism” of
emotional experience that belongs to every
student.

Vygotsky, “The Problem of the Environment,” 348349.
45 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 271.
46 Vygotsky, The Problem of the Environment, 346-347.
47 Irene Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology
(New York, NY: Peter Bedrick Books, 1985), 7-10 and
76.
44

62

An American MythicPhilosophical Metaphor of the
Heart
Inspired by Vygotsky, reciprocal sympathy is a
unit within the whole of the classroom
environment—a “prism” of each student that is
at the heart of development. His understanding
of development, related to the classroom
environment, is similar to the metaphor of the
heart that still operates in many diverse cultures.
I explain to my students that in several of the
ancient Mesoamerican cultures the primary task
of the human being was to develop a face, a
unique character, which was presented to the
community and the powers of the universe. This
was an individual task in the midst of complex
relationships to both the community and the
cosmos. It would be achieved through a work of
the heart. Individuals who achieved this task
formed a people with a face.
The mythologem of the heart-face echoes an
ancient
philosophical
and
symbolic
understanding of the heart shared by Nahuatl
and Maya cultures.47 This mythologem was
expressed in agricultural contexts and intuited by
common people in villages,48 even though it was
distorted through the rigid caste system and
rituals that developed in the urban political
centers of the empires.49
The renowned Mexican anthropologist,
Miguel León-Portilla, established that the
mythologem was kept alive and maintained its
philosophical and symbolic meaning through the
poets and artists of these cultures.50 The work of
the heart involved the most fundamental of
Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology, 85.
Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology, 76.
50 Miguel Leon-Portilla, Aztec Thought and Culture
(Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1990),
145.
48
49
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educational issues—to find meaning in life and
establish ethical behavior in relationships with
others.51
The heart-face mythologem involves two
ways of understanding the heart. First, there is
the physical heart that we are born with. The
Nahua word for this heart is yollotl, derived from
ollín, and connotes movement.52 Examining both
the denotations and connotations of these
interconnected words, a sense of inner
movement and inner impulses emerges.
The word ollín refers to movement in the
sense of “stirring into life” and the word yollotl
suggests inner impulses like the movement of
seeds coming alive or the stirring of buds as they
blossom into flowers.53 Second, the heart that is
to be made by the disciplined effort of learning
and education is called Yoltéotl, the heart near the
gods or “deified heart.”54 León-Portilla translates
yoltéotl as “a heart rooted in God.”55
The next part of the mythologem involves
the efforts to bring the heart and face together.
The Nahua words are ixtli in yollotl,56 which
literally means, “face, or surface, in the heart.”57
Nicholson says that it is “a process whereby heart
and face must combine.”58 The Nahua word for
face, ixtli, comes from the Nahua word “to know
oneself” and “to know one another,” iximatimo.59
The meaning of the word “face” in this context
involves
mutual
recognition
and
acknowledgement that what can be seen or
recognized on the surface of affairs is
simultaneously what is in the heart.
“Face-making”60 is the process of making
what is in the heart available for others to see. A

heart rooted in the source of all principles must
act on the surface where interactions happen to
let true things loose in the world. León-Portilla
emphasizes that this process allows the
individual to originate contact with the powers
(principles) through actions and originate
expressions of the truth through metaphors
“conceived within the depths of one’s being.”61

Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology, 8
and 76; Leon-Portilla, Aztec Thought and Culture, 145-153.
52 Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology, 74.
53 John Bierhorst, A Nahuatl-English Dictionary and
Concordance to the Cantares Mexicanos (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 1985), 248-249 and 417.
54 Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology, 74.
55 Leon-Portilla, Aztec Thought and Culture, 172.
56 Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology, 74.

57

51

Acknowledging this Metaphor of
the Heart
As a teacher, I decided to become more explicitly
aware of this metaphor because so much of my
own cultural life is intertwined with elements of
Mexican culture.
Key cultural metaphors can become new
objects of awareness that can enrich concepts
shared by teachers and students.62 Also, many of
my students were born in Mexico, have family
connections in Mexico, or an extended family
history in parts of the United States that go back
many generations.
The Mesoamerican mythologem of the
heart-face has universal reverberations. It strikes
a common chord among people and lets students
make connections with poetry, songs, and stories
from their own experiences. It also serves as an
illustration of a core educational issue that
Nicholson expresses as “creating some firm and
enduring center from which it would be possible
to operate as human beings.”63 Thus, it is no
longer sufficient for me to refer to the heart

Bierhorst, A Nahuatl-English Dictionary and Concordance to
the Cantares Mexicanos, 179.
58 Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology, 74.
59 Bierhorst, A Nahuatl-English Dictionary and Concordance to
the Cantares Mexicanos, 177.
60 Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology, 74.
61 Leon-Portilla, Aztec Thought and Culture, 173 and 179.
62 Vygotsky, “On Psychological Systems,” ¶ 43.
63 Nicholson, Mexican and Central American Mythology, 76.
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metaphor as developed by, for example,
Gertrude of Helfta or Albert the Great.64
Conscious understanding of important
metaphors from different cultures contributes to
the effectiveness of educational leaders in a
pluralistic
society.
Campus-based
staff
development can incorporate networking with
scholars from diverse cultures and disciplines to
explore vital metaphors that express both
cultural heritage and imaginative ways for
engaging, succeeding, and thriving in life within
a pluralistic society.
Many of the tools to assist teachers to do this
research are available online at cultural and
university sites.65 Rigorous, systematic research
can be done by teacher-learner groups, which can
avoid
superficial
or
patronizing
acknowledgement of cultural symbols. The
heart-face metaphor both offers a glimpse of an
important heritage and affirms a dynamic and
imaginative process for engagement in society
that is rooted in family and community.

Heart Learning: From Empathy
to Sympathetic Behavior Change
Stephen Covey, in Principle-Centered Leadership,
expresses ideas regarding behavior and ethics
similar to Vygotsky. Covey advocates for
leadership that gets its bearing from fundamental
principles for “security, guidance, wisdom and
power.”66 One of his guiding statements for
teachers is, “if we create the environment that
models the characteristics that we want in

C. Vagaggini, Theological Dimensions of the Liturgy
(Collegeville, MN: The North Central Publishing
Company, 1976), 800-803.
65 Yuko Iwai, “Using Multicultural Children’s Literature
to Teach Diverse Perspectives,” Kappa Delta Pi Record 51,
no. 2 (2015), 83.
66 Stephen Covey, Principle-Centered Leadership (New York,
NY: Summit Books, 1991), 24.
64

64

students, we never have to teach integrity,
honesty, or trustworthiness.”67
Vygotsky expresses that it is “pointless to
teach morality” because objectifying moral
precepts disassociates them from how they
emerge in actual behaviors.68 Virtues, abilities,
and powers of character are not objects of
content. They are built by disciplined processes
through which behaviors are generated,
correlated by specific interactions within
environments, and transfigured through specific
relationships established in those specific
environments.69 The metaphor of the heart
challenges us to consciously and intentionally
respect this dynamic in practice.
Learning within individual students may
happen despite our aims, or against our aims, or
sympathetically connected with our aims—
depending on our relationships with our
students. As teachers, our appreciation of unique
individuals should keep us from grabbing prepackaged brain-based learning activities.70 These
lead us away from our goal, which is a profound
respect for the human organism and the
environment in which it can thrive through
connection to others.
The classical sense of education still applies.
As educational leaders, teachers are involved in
the action of, using the Latin term, educandum,71
leading out and into the community. Our
teaching efforts are the communal business
generated by our social responsibilities.
The metaphor of the heart in indigenous
American cultures is a beautiful illustration of the
imagination in learning. For example, the heart is
like the bowl of the sacred pipe that Black Elk
Covey, Principle-Centered Leadership, 309.
Vygotsky, “Ethical Behavior,” ¶ 33.
69 Vygotsky, “Ethical Behavior,” ¶ 34-36 and ¶ 66-67.
70 Olaf Jorgensom, “Brain Scam? Why Educators Should
be Careful About Embracing ‘Brain Research,’” The
Educational Forum 67, no. 4 (2003), 364-369.
71 Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary, 627.
67
68
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describes. The core realities that imbue all life
forms and physical presences—the two-legged
walking and flying ones, the four-legged ones, the
plants and stones, ground and sky, and the
imaginal powers of the six directions—are
envisioned and held within the heart. 72
What is seen and sensed in close detail can be
envisioned through imaginative hearing,
smelling, tasting, seeing, and touching which are
present as sensations and visions simultaneously.
Through the heart, people can see and envision
in a single imaginative act. The heart is alert and
aware of the simultaneous interconnections
among beings and creates relationships through
ritual actions, sympathetic listening, and
understanding that recognize generative
connections within the heart-of-self and the
heart-of-the other.73

Conscious understanding of
important metaphors from
different cultures contributes to
the effectiveness of educational
leaders in a pluralistic society.
Sympathetic understanding respects the life
force manifest in one another. Sympathetic
understanding happens when issues emerge
within the heart. Through relationships in which
understandings, evaluations, and behaviors of
the heart are encountered, new understandings,
evaluations, and behaviors can be co-created
through relationships with others. That is, those
understandings, evaluations, and behaviors
originating within the individual hearts are made

Black Elk, The Sacred Pipe (Norman, OK: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1989), 3-9.
73 Black Elk, The Sacred Pipe, 3-115; Joseph M. Marshall
III, The Lakota Way: Stories and Lessons for Living (New
York, NY: Penguin Compass, 2001) 223-229.
74 Charles Hampden-Turner, Maps of the Mind (New York,
NY: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1982), 148.
72
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possible and
relationships.

external

through

social

A Perspective on Heart Learning
Heart learning generates synergy, synergia, “a
working together.”74 Synergy is a way that
understandings, values, and behaviors “combine
to form integrity.”
The first application of the term in the social
sciences was expressed by Ruth Benedict and
elaborated after her death in 1948 by Abraham
Maslow. Ruth Benedict selected the Greek term
in connection with her work with Native
Americans who created societies in which
individuals acted with one heart, individual
behavior served the community, and the
community served the individual. 75 Benedict
affirmed a mutual interpenetration of hearts that
was practiced by many Native American nations.
The leaders of the Haudenosaunee
Confederacy,76 for example, use the art of
consensus-making as the core of their social
responsibilities. The process involves listening
imaginatively and accepting every concern
brought to the council, discussing how each
concern can be addressed, and arriving at a
unanimous decision that includes addressing
every concern.77
Our commitment to education is a social
enterprise and, yet, also individualized.78 A young
female student, who had been in our country for
a little over a year, was placed in my sheltered
history class at the beginning of the second
semester. Her test scores were very low, and she
had failed the first semester of the course. She
was discouraged and ready to give up school.
Hampden-Turner, Maps of the Mind, 148.
Also known as the Iroquois Nations.
77 The Constitution of the Iroquois Nations: The Great Binding
Law (Fordham, NY: Modern History Sourcebook, 2019),
¶ 8.
78 Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 198 and 208.
75
76
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Giving her time to feel welcome, I inquired
about her native town and region. Even though
she had difficulty generating English, I grasped
details about her native town that she knew. She
was aware of factory work, the needs of factory
workers, and the struggles of women. She had a
keen sense of justice. There were great resources
from her experience and moral sensibility that
directly related to the curriculum that we dealt
with in class. I tailored the class notes to
incorporate her concerns (and those of other
students) to provide an intentional angle to the
materials to be learned.
The notes drilled her on the little pieces of
the English language that she grasped and
carefully linked that language with new academic
language. The class exercises forced her to match
concepts she understood and concepts that were
important to her with new framings of
information and more advanced language related
to curriculum information she had to acquire.
Her higher-level thinking abilities began to be
expressed in English based upon a clear grasp of
the facts in English. At the end of the semester,
she passed the course and scored the highest
grade in the class, a 93, on the district final exam.
At another time, a student turned in a twentyfive-question objective test after answering only
three questions. “What’s this?”, I asked. She
responded, “There is just too much information
there for me to remember. I can’t do it.” I told
her she could retake the test the next class. The
next class I gave my students an orientation to
materials and work that I had organized on
computers for them. After they started to work,
I went to the young woman who had to make up
the test. I held it out. She wouldn’t take it from
my hand. She said, “I really can’t remember that
stuff.”
I put the test back on my desk and then had
this student call up the review materials on the
computer. I said to her, “When we are discussing
79

Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 176-181.
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these issues in class, you are one of the students
I rely on most to evaluate the issues. You are
talented and capable and I’m not going to let you
give up.” I checked to see if the other students
were on task. They were engaged with partners
working on the assignment in the computer file.
Then I had the student call up review
information on the computer screen. I went
through the information showing her how to
paint a picture of the information in her mind
using visualizations. I went through several
examples and told her to go through the rest of
the review, duplicating the visualizing technique,
and, then, for her to do the practice test on the
computer.
I turned and went to other students. They
showed me their work on the computer. After a
few minutes I noticed out of the corner of my
eye that the student who had refused the test was
doing the practice test on the computer.
I watched her eyes move as she read across
the computer screen. She made the selection of
an answer and quickly squinted her eyes shut. She
opened her eyes and a big smile flashed across
her face. She clapped to herself. The answer was
correct. I watched her do this several times. She
continued to get the answers correct. The next
day I gave the student another version of the
objective test. She answered twenty-three out of
twenty-five questions correctly.
I make it clear to my students that they are
welcome in my class, we have a joint work to do,
and our business is their education. We are
partners in discovering the best way for them to
learn and master the materials and skills required
by the curriculum. Learning to value and honor
one another in the process leads to other things
as well. Learning generates changes in behavior
that press on to new learning.79
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My work as an educator has confirmed that
needles taking the threads and weaving a pattern
the processes within each individual student
that shapes a fabric.
generate a locus, or place, where learning can
If one of the students, for example,
really happen.80 Those
encounters some value
inner functions belong
to the issue, she
Those inner functions belong to related
to a “sacred” space in
is faced with what to do
a “sacred” space in another
another individual that
with that value. “Is this
the educator cannot
important enough for
individual that the educator
directly touch or
me to remember it? Do
cannot
directly
touch
or
shape.
shape. That “place of
I connect it with other
learning” within the
things
that
are
individual can be stimulated, though, in a genuine
important to me? I see something differently and
partnership that unfolds when individuals
I’m going to follow up on it.”
establish a relationship of integrity and respect.
These statements illustrate that the student
Inspired by Vygotsky, I recognized that one
makes decisions regarding the issues processed.
key aim of instruction was to establish a
If the student’s decisions involve follow up
connection between the “inner-core” of one
rather than setting aside the issue, behaviors
person to the “inner-core” of another via a
change.
professional relationship. My pursuit was to find
The student writes or ponders or organizes
ways to invite that “inner core” of a student to
material, goes back over raw experience, repeats
awaken to our business at hand, right there, in
words and phrases to herself, marks a note, looks
the classroom. That joint business was always the
up a reference, draws a pictograph, moves her
learning and success of each student.
torso rhythmically, asks questions, associates
The sequence of experience, understanding,
stories with the issue and wants to tell those
judgment, decision, and action are examples of
stories, verbalizes something that has been
operations that work to intentionally stimulate
troubling her for a long time, completes the
the internal and external functions and
written assignment by checking and rechecking
interactions that can become part of the learning
information, envisions a project that she would
81
in the classroom. If my students and I are
like to do, and/or discusses an associated event
engaged in a learning activity, alert and aware, a
with another student.
shared experience is possible.
Then the student builds on this learning and
If that experience is significant enough, the
has another means, a little success step, which
student will grapple with the experience until
creates a foundation for the student to be open
some measure of meaning is held. Then it
to a new learning experience. In the process, as
naturally flows to value the meaning as
Vygotsky maintains, the internal core of the
“something good” or “something important” or
individual generates thoughts aroused by
even “something not so good.” The students’
emotion, values, and interest.82
intellectual, affective, and moral sensibilities
begin to work with the issue like two knitting

Vygotsky, Mind in Society, 91; Vygotsky, Thought and
Language, 197.
81 Vygotsky, Mind in Society, 91.
80

Vygotsky, Thought and Language, 263-271; Vygotsky,
Thinking and Speaking, 279-284.
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Conclusion: Reciprocal
Sympathy as an “Ideal or Final”
Form for Classroom
Environment
As Vygotsky’s process analysis emphasizes,
reciprocal sympathy is not an object to be taught.
Reciprocal sympathy emerges in “actual
behaviors” within the classroom activities.83 Such
behaviors can be modeled and represented, as
suggested by the examples of teaching practices
above, through cultural concerns, procedures for
lesson delivery, and interactive practices.
Planning involves researching how the
subject matter of the course connects with
diverse cultures, particularly those represented by
the students. Classrooms with immigrant
students as well as local students have diverse
cultural experiences and different experiences of
a common culture.
In planning for a World History course, for
example, threads relevant to students can be
identified. These can be concerns, such as human
rights, unity of members of a community,
women’s rights and equal rights, and
contributions of practices and products from
various cultures. This research effort applies to
all the disciplines. Math and science
developments and uses can be examined by
identifying cultural contributions and linking
connections of math, science, technology, and
economics to diverse communities historically
and to current local communities.
As a way to use respectful listening and
sympathetic understanding to promote
reciprocal sympathy, teachers might give
students opportunities to comfortably highlight
their own cultures and some of their treasured
experiences. One example I used with many
classes was to have students design and color two
83

Vygotsky, “Ethical Behavior,” ¶ 33.
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dimensional masks that represented their
cultures. I showed examples of masks from local
cultures to help students trigger their
imaginations.
Students were invited to use their
imaginations to envision colors, figures, and
shapes to illustrate values from their cultures.
Upon completion, students explained their
masks while the other students listened and gave
positive feedback for each presentation. The
masks were displayed on a wall in the classroom
for the duration of the course.
Works of art from a variety of cultures can
be displayed at various locations in the
classroom. These can be works of beauty as well
as scenes that depict events and themes that the
students will be investigating. Photographs from
communities illustrating historical products and
practices can be displayed and updated according
to topics to be researched. As soon as this
practice is introduced to students, they can take
over researching, selecting, and displaying the art
and photographs themselves.
Further, to provide a context for reciprocal
sympathy among students with diverse
backgrounds, establish a common experience in
the classroom for the students to actively
participate in and share. One Native American
story that I used frequently was the story of
“Jumping Mouse.”84 The teacher assigns
students to act out different characters—mouse,
frog, hawk, buffalo, wolf, and eagle. Other
students become the river, the prairie, the
bushes, the mountain side, hidden trails through
a forest, and the source of a river at the mountain
top. Every student has a part to play.
As the narrator unfolds the story, the actors
play their parts, mimicking movements and
gestures suggested by the narrator. Key phrases
of the narrative are repeated by the students, like
a chorus highlighting the actions observed.
Hyemeyohsts Storm, Seven Arrows (New York, NY:
Ballantine Books, 1972), 75-85.
84
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When the story is completed, the students reflect
Teachers give students detailed criteria to
and quietly write a description of their favorite
read short passages, reflect on and interpret
character and favorite
textual
and
visual
scene. Each student reads
information,
research
Teachers can design ways for topics and make new
his or her reflection, and
course content to be
then the whole group
connections,
interact
explores how the story
with group members and
processed by establishing
has universal meaning.85
the whole class, prepare
procedures to trigger
Such a process can
and present reports, and
behaviors
for
learning
with
become a reference point
affirm the work of
for processing topics in
others. Crucial to the
the heart. Building on
the future—look closely,
procedures is to model
behaviors
like
sympathetic
investigate
different
how students can listen
listening and understanding with their imagination to
perspectives,
examine
different paths, and see
envision what other
for reciprocal sympathy,
from
a
wholistic
are saying and
students can openly practice people
perspective.
hear something that they
the art of consensus making. can value with their
What
becomes
invaluable is that students
hearts
rather
that
with diverse backgrounds establish a common
listening in order to criticize another person.
experience shared immediately by each student
Students at tables with three to four
and together with each other. Stories from the
members or at desks placed close together
wisdom tradition of native nations provide
promote group work. Students alternate among
additional resources for the classroom. For
roles like: the reader, to make sure that every
example, the Lakota storyteller, Joseph M.
member of the group actively discusses the text
Marshall III, presents important imaginative
and visuals; the interpreter, to make sure that
stories on respect, character, fortitude,
each member participates in discussing answers
generosity, and honor that can be used for
to questions; the coach, to make sure that every
86
dramatic participative experiences.
member has accurate answers to each question
Additionally, teachers can design ways for
assigned; and the report organizer, to make sure
course content to be processed by establishing
that every member of the group presents a
procedures to trigger behaviors for learning with
section of its report.
the heart. Building on behaviors like sympathetic
Teachers provide questions to accompany
listening and understanding for reciprocal
each section of textual and visual materials so
sympathy, students can openly practice the art of
that students analyze and synthesize information,
consensus making. For example, use structured
make judgements of fact and value, and illustrate
group work with step-by-step directions and
how the information addresses the group’s
roles for each member to process the content
interests and concerns.87 Thus, the group’s
and provide a foundation for assessments.
interactions are structured in ways that provide a
Gregory Lendvay, “Unleash the Drama! Make
Vocabulary and Content Come to Life,” Kappa Delta Pi
Record 52, no. 3, 121-125.
86 Joseph M. Marshall III, The Lakota Way: Stories and
Lessons for Living.
85

Gregory Lendvay, “Structured Learning Teams:
Reimagining Student Group Work,” Kappa Delta Pi Record
50, no. 4 (2014), 187-188.
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measure for the group to make sense of and
interpret the meaning of their assignments,
practice consensus-making through each step of
the group’s process, and learn through
interactions with the teacher and one another.
Interactive processes, such as one group
responding to the presentation of another group,
provides students with a crucial pathway for
imaginatively listening and sympathetically
responding to each other. If you have four
groups, for example, ask group four to respond
to group one, group three to group two, group
one to group four, and group two to group three.
Give positive criteria for responding before
reports begin, and emphasize that each member
of the group is to give at least one comment
affirming information or points of synthesis cited
from the other group’s presentation. This way,
imaginatively listening to each other’s
presentations and responding by affirming key
points about the presentation become standard
behaviors of the learning dynamic.
Vygotsky shows us what is most internal in
the use of words, concepts, and the interrelations
of functions that make up human learning. He
shows us that—at heart—consciousness is
consciousness with others. Vygotsky’s theory and the
indigenous American metaphor of the heart can
inspire teachers to stimulate a reciprocal
sympathy that joins students to teachers through
rich social interactions with each other.
Learning with the heart can and must
become a reality, one that comes to characterize
more and more of our classroom environments.
After beginning a career teaching adults and youth, Greg
Lendvay received his PhD from the University of Dallas.
He then taught secondary Latin and History in public
schools, trained teachers, and served as an Instructional
Coach and Curriculum Coordinator for the Dallas ISD
Social Studies Department.
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Practicing Epistemic
Disobedience through
Embodying Slow
Photography
Reyila Hadeer
Michigan State University

Epistemic disobedience is about diverging from
the
taken
for
granted
euro-centered
epistemology in a field. As a leading scholar on
decoloniality, Walter Mignolo, puts it,
Why did eurocentered epistemology conceal
its own geo-historical and bio-graphical
locations and succeed in creating the idea of
universal knowledge as if the knowing
subjects were also universal? This illusion is
pervasive today in the social sciences, the
humanities, the natural sciences and the
professional
schools.
Epistemic
disobedience means to delink from the
illusion of the zero point epistemology.1
Basically, Mignolo is saying that epistemic
disobedience entails delinking.
However, academic discussion about
epistemic disobedience tends to stay at the
historical, conceptual, and theoretical level. Few
studies discuss how to delink, and who has the
power to practice epistemic disobedience. This
article provides an example of how a doctoral
student from the global south in a Western
higher education institution is reclaiming her
power for epistemic disobedience by delinking

Walter D. Mignolo, "Epistemic Disobedience,
Independent Thought and Decolonial Freedom," Theory,
Culture & Society 26, no. 7-8 (2009), 159-181.
1
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herself from the official knowledge and
epistemology situated in her doctoral program.
Specifically, I discuss my self-initiated visual
inquiry project called Slow Photography, and how I
am able to push back against practices that are
rooted in colonial and Western ways of knowing
as a result of this practice. In other words, Slow
Photography is an embodiment practice in my
journey of “untraining” myself as an educational
researcher.1

What Motivates Me to Start This
Project?
Originally from an indigenous Uyghur
community located in central Asia, I grew up and
received my early schooling in my hometown,
located in Northwest China. I went to high
school in a dislocated boarding school designed

for Uyghur children in the Eastern part of China.
Wildflower and fence. Created by Reyila Hadeer.

I currently am a privileged doctoral student in the
United States with opportunities to explore
knowledge through the numerous resources
available in a Western university.
As an international student who has
experiences learning various languages and

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 71-82
©Author(s) 2021

cultures, when I came to my doctoral program, I
identified myself as a person interested in
multilingual education. However, it has been very
hard for me to connect my own prior knowledge
and personal life experiences to academic
discussions during the doctoral training process.
I started to explore other subfields such as critical
race theory, global education, and decolonial
theory to search for a sense of belonging in
academia.
However, my struggles with who I am and
where I belong still exist in other subfields in
educational research. When there is a discussion

Wildflower and fence. Created by Reyila Hadeer.

on the East/West binary in the global context, I
feel invisible, erased under the label of the
“East.” When there is discussion about
international students’ experiences in the United
States context, I do not fit into discussions of
Chinese international students’ experience either.
My prior knowledge and genuine passions make
it hard for me to engage in the conversation in
current academic spaces. Such experiences in my
doctoral program makes me realize that even the
discussion about the coloniality of power is also
from an Eurocentered epistemology, again
dividing the world into an East/West binary, and
thereby ignoring the nuances under the labels.

Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience, Independent
Thought and Decolonial Freedom.”
2
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Such oversimplification makes certain voices and
bodies invisible in our academic discussion.
If all knowledges are situated and
constructed,2 starting my own knowledge-

Slow Photography is an
embodiment practice in my
journey of “untraining” myself
as an educational researcher.
building process from the bottom-up might give
me a sense of home—or at least a path to my
space in academia. Therefore, I decided to start
my own epistemic disobedience journey through
a self-initiated project driven by my inner
curiosity. However, because of political reasons,
I cannot express my own thoughts and emotions
explicitly with words. So, I choose to use visual
images as my main languages to express my own
feelings and thoughts that have started to
emerged in my doctoral study experience.
I started my visual inquiry project and named
it “Slow Photography.” It has led me on my own
epistemic disobedience journey inside an
institutional space. In this project, visual image is
the main language for me to express the self.
Because of political reasons related to censorship
and surveillance, I have removed human subjects
from the center of the photos.
“Epistemic disobedience means to delink
from the illusion of the zero point
epistemology.”3 In other words, epistemic
disobedience is about a departure from a takenfor-granted way of viewing the world. Plainly
put, epistemic disobedience requires one to have
the courage to stray away from the official
knowledge which is constructed as neutral in a
given context. If the knowledge situated in my
doctoral program is the zero point, my slow
Mignolo, “Epistemic Disobedience, Independent
Thought and Decolonial Freedom.”
3
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photography project is my departure from the
memories arise. I can find my birthday photos
zero point epistemology, because I started this
from age of 1 to the age of 10 displayed nicely in
slow photography by trusting my own inner
order. I realized that the “slow photos” taken at
voice as it emerged from my struggles. I trusted
that time can evoke strong emotions that maybe
my
feelings
and
today’s “fast” digital
Back then, taking photos was
intuition instead of
photos cannot. In
slow,
waiting
to
see
the
photos
submitting to the
many
cultures,
official epistemology
ceremony
is
meant
to
was slow, and the process of
of the academy.
delink and reconnect
Specifically, the appreciating the photos was slow. to the greater source.
Slow
Photography
Similarly,
by
project aims to observe all photos in my
embodying the ceremonial character of
smartphone, and reflect on the deeper meaning
photography, my parents taught me the
embedded in those photos. I use a website,
importance of process, memory, and family.
https://slowphoto.weebly.com/, as a digital
Now, I live in another country, and I can
space to organize these slow photos, record my
claim that I have witnessed the rapid change in
feelings, and materialize my embodying process.
my life brought about by capitalism across time
and space. My phone album is always filled with
photos I take every day. These pictures are taken
How Is This Project “Slow”?
randomly in my daily life—without thinking
about their purpose. Sometimes I end up deleting
The name of Slow Photography comes from my
them when the storage of my phone is full. I can
childhood memory about photography.
feel how the culture of speed has changed my life
In my memory, photography was just like a
and my attitude toward photography. I have
ceremony that required people to slow down.
realized photography is no longer a ceremony.
Cameras were not popular in an average person’s
In my self-initiated photography project, I
life when I was growing up in a small town in
have
decided to re-embrace the ceremonial
northwest China. A camera was regarded as a
character
of photography that I experienced in
professional tool for photographers. On every
my childhood. I named it “Slow Photography” in
birthday, my parents dressed me up and took me
order to emphasize the slow process that I have
to a professional studio in my town to take a
experienced in my childhood. Back then, taking
picture. At that time, after taking the picture,
photos was slow, waiting to see the photos was
people were not immediately able to check if the
slow, and the process of appreciating the photos
photo was taken well, and we had to wait for
was slow. In my current photography project, in
several days before our photos were ready to pick
order to re-embrace the slowness embedded in
up. Because we wanted to leave a perfect self in
the previous process, I organize the photos that
the photos, we were always a little bit nervous, as
are in my smart phone storage onto a website—
if we were superstars attending a significant live
just like my parents put photos in a hard-cover
ceremony.
album. Instead of deleting the photos in my
After several days, when my parents brought
phone when the storage is full, I would take time
the photos home, I was always excited and
to transfer my photos in the phone to my
looked at the photos again and again, and then
computer, watch them on the computer screen,
had my parents carefully put them in a hard cover
and contemplate the meanings embedded in
album. Today, when I open the old hard cover
them. When I notice a theme emerges, I organize
album in my home, all feelings attached to those
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them on a webpage on my website, based on the
themes, slowly.
The photos become permanent by being
uploaded to the website, and available for being
appreciated anytime. The process of uploading
the photos, designing website pages, and
choosing where to put a specific photo in the
webpage mimic the slow processes my parents
used to undertake—taking me to a photography
studio, taking the picture, waiting for them to be
printed, and organizing the photos in an album.
I have intentionally recovered the slowness
attached to photography in my project.
In the next two sections, I will elaborate on
how Slow Photography is delinking me from the
dominant epistemology that has been instilled by
my past and current educational, cultural, social,
and political environments.

Delinking Future-Oriented, TopDown, and Separateness
Epistemology
I grew up in an educational environment which
always told me “no pain, no gain.”
There are many idioms or slangs in our
textbooks and environments reminding us that
we have to suffer. in order to have a better
future.4 Textbooks show me stories of
“successful people” who suffered through pain
in order to be successful. I have been told that it
is a virtue to believe in “no pain, no gain.” I have
been taught by school culture as well as the social
environment that it is unethical to seek for
pleasure in the present moment.
In this future-oriented epistemology, the
process and conclusion are treated as separate
ends instead of a whole. During my whole
schooling experience, as a student from an ethnic
minoritized group in China, I tried to learn a
For example, .不劳无获; 一分耕耘一分收获; 苦尽甘
来.
4
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language disconnected from my family. I tried to
memorize theories I could not understand in

Wildflower and fence. Created by Reyila Hadeer.

order to get higher scores on the test and
improve my social mobility. I chose to endure
pain instead of seeking for a way to make
everyday life “an experience.”5
Such separateness thinking can also be found
in the top-down way of viewing research in
research institutions all around the world. For
example, Ming Fang He records her observation
on educational researchers in China:
I happened to discuss education reform with
my colleagues in China. Instead of doing a
very concrete research in a specific school or
classroom, they liked to trace back to
Chinese history and embody the theory of
mathematics and physics to make their
research sound so profound that nobody
could understand it. They consider real
classroom or school culture research as the
lower-level research. After all, they like to do
research at the macro level not at the micro
level. In addition, they like to pinpoint who

John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York, NY:
Penguin, 2005).
5

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 71-82
©Author(s) 2021

is right and who it wrong instead of
understanding why and how.6
Even though Min Fang He’s observation is about
educational research in general, she identifies the
gap between dominant research epistemology of
scholars in China and her own belief in
educational research.
As a scholar who has gone through China’s
Cultural Revolution and acknowledges that the
pain in her own past life experiences is a missing
part of a bigger puzzle, Ming Fang He challenges
the top-down epistemology in education
research not only in China, but across the globe.
She argues that research should not be based on
national history or big theories, but instead from
real personal experiences of real people. It is
about personal stories happening in daily life.
Hence, in her book exploring the meaning of
curriculum, A River Forever Flowing,7 He writes
about three Chinese female teachers’ life
experiences in both their home country and
North America.
Separateness as a way of knowing not only
influences our view on research, it also influences
policy-making. In today’ society, we often aim
for an imagined future and create a policy to
control the present moment instead of trusting
the desires of people existing in the present
moment to lead us int a better future. During my
doctoral program, I learned that policy is a
future-oriented strategy. In that way, I find it to
be a moment of oppression that limits ideas and
creativity. It is a way to take away the autonomy
of the people upon whom the policy is imposed,
as well as their happiness and their right to live in
the present moment. Policy is an excuse and
justification for policymakers to achieve their
own interests in the name of the common good.
It is a form of social engineering.
Mingfang He, A River Forever Flowing: Crosscultural Lives
and Identities in the Multicultural Landscape (Charlotte, NC:
IAP, 2003),13.
6
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My Slow Photography practice requires me
to be fully attentive to everyday life, which gives
voice to the present, the ordinary, and the
unknown. Slow Photography is situated in
holistic ways of thinking. By delinking my futureoriented,
top-down,
and
separateness
epistemology, I am cultivating my capability to
do educational research that can reflect teachers
and students’ struggle. I aim to find hope behind
the numbers, labels, and silence that are caused
by the suppression of colonial bureaucratic
institutions.

Delinking the Human-Center
Worldview
Removing the human from the center of my
pictures on my Slow Photography website helps
me to delink my human-centered epistemology.
During my entire schooling experience, I
have been trained to put the human in the center
of our life, conversations, and research. We
always think that human beings are the center of
this world, and we get used to taking from the
environment instead of considering non-human
needs. In this way, we have come to a point that
there are many environmental crises—global
warming, water pollution, and air pollution. The
coronavirus pandemic we are experiencing right
now is another example that invites us to rethink
human’s role in the larger world.
Embracing the posthumanist paradigm
invites me to contemplate how I can more
mindfully
incorporate
more-than-human
elements into my photo-making process. Apart
from taking images of non-human objects, I also
attempt to take photos of the invisible, such as
time, distance, and memory. I take pictures as a
dancer moves with the universe: “Inhaling the
atmosphere as it breathes the air, on the outward
7

He, A River Forever Flowing.

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 71-82
©Author(s) 2021

76

breath of exhalation it weaves its lines of speech,
song, story and handwriting into the fabric of the
world.”8 In such a photo-making process, I am
becoming a part of water, air, tree, and land.
Even though there is a prefix post in this the
term posthumanism, this is not a new paradigm.
Looking at the world beyond humans is in many
indigenous epistemologies and ontologies. As
Chief Seattle's Letter to All writes about the
strange idea of buying and selling sky, land and
water: “the earth does not belong to man, man
belongs to the earth. All things are connected like
the blood that unites us all. Man did not weave
the web of life, he is merely a strand in it.
Whatever he does to the web, he does to
himself.”9
There are other lives beyond those of
humans that should be acknowledged when
thinking about the world. “Humans are not the
sole authors of landscape . . . All living things
share the same space, all make landscape, and all
landscapes, wild or domestic, have coauthors, all
are phenomena of nature and culture.”10 In this
website-making and embodying process, I carry
this curiosity with me: what if we stopped
thinking of humans as the center of the world?
As Ulmer writes in a paper about
posthumanism as research methodology: “If
humans are not the only possible subjects or
objects of study in research, then a wealth of

different possibilities emerge.”11 Delinking
evokes my imagination for the possibilities of
research beyond the human.

Tim Ingold, The Life of Lines (New York, NY:
Routledge, 2015), 87.
9 Chief Seattle, Letter to All (1854),
http://www.csun.edu/~vcpsy00h/seattle.htm.
10 Anne Spirn, The Language of Landscape (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1998), 17-18.
11 Jasmine Ulmer, "Posthumanism as Research
Methodology: Inquiry in the Anthropocene," International
Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 30, no. 9 (2017):
832.

12

8

Slow Photography as a
Decolonial Engagement
The topic of epistemic disobedience is a part of
the larger conversation on de/colonization.
“Decoloniality
requires
epistemic
disobedience.”12
Basically,
epistemic
disobedience is a necessary layer we need to
move through if we are committed to doing
decolonial work. When I say, “move through,”
this is not to say that epistemic disobedience is a
separate step that can be complete at some point.
Rather it is an ongoing process. Sometimes, we
need to move through the epistemic dimension
before we take action at the material dimension.
Sometimes, vice versa. And, sometimes, we jump
around in those steps. Epistemic disobedience
is ongoing and can be engaged non-linearly.
When it comes to decolonization, studies
tend to focus on the more material aspects of this
process, such as the who, when, and why of
knowledge construction13 or orienting people
toward the practical political work of
decolonization.14 However, few studies
emphasize epistemology. We have gotten used to
viewing ways of knowing as unimportant to this
struggle. “As a result of colonial epistemological
interferences, cultures and ways of knowing were

Walter D Mignolo, "Geopolitics of Sensing and
Knowing: On (de) Coloniality, Border Thinking and
Epistemic Disobedience," Postcolonial Studies 14, no. 3
(2011): 282.
13 Walter D. Mignolo, "Human Understanding and
(Latin) American Interests–The Politics and Sensibilities
of Geohistorical Locations,” A Companion to Postcolonial
Studies (2000), 180-202.
14 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, "Decolonization is Not
a Metaphor," Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society
1, no. 1 (2012), 1-40.
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positioned in lower degrees in the hierarchies of
knowledge.”15
Prioritizing ways of knowing and
epistemology is needed in decolonial work. As
Noroozi suggests, “practicing philosophy and
critiquing modernity from exteriority requires
philosophical projects to look at colonization not
merely as a political-economical practice of
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engagement. In it, I seek to delink myself from
the knowledge situated in Eurocentered colonial
higher education. Specifically, my Slow
Photography project is about the present
moment. Through honoring this moment, I
disrupt the competitive and increasingly neoliberalized environment of academia and higher
education.17

In an academy which values speed and production, my
Slow Photography project is giving me the means to look
differently at what counts as a “productive” qualitative
inquiry process and what counts as an educational
researcher training process.
domination but an epistemological one.”16 In
other words, Noroozi suggests that colonization
is more than a political-economical practice: it is
also an epistemological practice. Along the same
lines, this Slow Photography project is situated in
the idea that de/colonization has a layer of
epistemological
practice.
Thus,
Slow
Photography embodiment is doing the work of
decolonization from within an epistemological
horizon.
To make decolonization an epistemological
practice requires a radical shift in our taken-forgranted ways of knowing. It requires us to slow
down and be aware of how we have been
socialized to think and act in our scholarship and
everyday lives. Such awareness is the first step
toward change.
Slow Photography is an epistemological
project geared toward exploring decolonial
options in my doctoral study program. In other
words, Slow Photography is my decolonial

In this project, I express my emotions in the
present moment. I stay open to whatever will
emerge during the process. I do not have any
specific future-oriented goals for this project
now, nor did I when I started it.
Furthermore, by challenging the speed of
photography, Slow Photography embodiment is
not only a disruption for neoliberalism and
capitalism, it is also a disruption for the
oversimplification. As Noroozi states, “the idea
of the politics of speed is not a recent conceptual
trademark exclusive to neoliberal times and to
capitalism. It can also be traced in, or be founded
on, oversimplification: a sense of epistemic
hurriedness to reach a predefined conclusion in
favour of one structure of thought.”18 In making
this comment, Noroozi argues that the politics of
speed—while not exclusive to it—can be
situated in neoliberal times, capitalism, and
oversimplification.

Nassim Noroozi, "Decolonial Philosophy and
Education," In Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education
(2017),
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.013.5
1.
16 Noroozi, "Decolonial Philosophy and Education.”

17

15

Anna Bennett and Penny Jane Burke,
"Re/conceptualising Time and Temporality: An
Exploration of Time in Higher Education,” Discourse:
Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 39, no. 6 (2018),
913-925.
18 Nassim Noroozi, “Pedagogy of Time and a Decolonial
‘Present,’” Philosophy of Education (2016), 10.

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 71-82
©Author(s) 2021

By delinking the politics of speed, I am not
only disrupting neoliberalism and capitalism, but
also oversimplification. In an academy which
values speed and production, my Slow
Photography project is giving me the means to
look differently at what counts as a “productive”
qualitative inquiry process and what counts as an
educational researcher training process. In a
doctoral training process where research method
guidelines are provided in textbooks, I am
tapping into an uncertain, non-linear way of
starting a project driven by pure intuition. It is
giving me the means to rethink my current
doctoral study practices and what they can
actually look like under a decolonial framework.
By looking beyond written words through
Slow Photography and trusting my intuitions, I
am able to begin delinking myself from the
cognitive
imperialism
of
Eurocentric
universalism. Written language is a product of
cognitive imperialism. Language comes from a
specific philosophy. Languages represent a
specific philosophy and keep recycling the
relevant epistemology attached to it:
In this sense, if philosophy predetermines
language, language predetermines our
experiences of and hopes for the present and
the future. Modern institutions that
propagate a relationship to language based
on logocentrism (self-evidence) and
teleological futures trap us in a world defined
by unequivocal meaning and intelligibility
and erase the evidence of mystery.19
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others, especially those who are not represented
by the labels of existing languages in our
academia. With a sense of awe for the mystery
and unknown, in my Slow Photography practice,
I ask myself: What if I delink my understanding
of language by putting images in the center of my
thinking, feeling, and composing? What if
language is more than a thing that is used by
human beings? What if language is living, feeling,
and an event? What if language is not a code
system that exists in our brain but a creative
energy emerging from the subjectivities of
selves?
By using photography instead of written
words as my medium, I am disrupting academia's
practice of recycling/repeating the same
institutionally-privileged epistemologies. To put
it another way, when we use the same language,
we are recycling the same ideas and the same
terms. If there is “progress” here, it is a specious
sort. It makes it hard, if not impossible, for a
breakthrough in knowledge. When I use
photography as a language to think in academia,
I disrupt such recycling and repeating.
In short: By delinking from future-oriented,
top-down, human-centered epistemologies and
tapping into an uncertain, non-linear way of
working, driven by pure intuition, this Slow
Photography practice presents a new possibility
for practicing epistemic disobedience in doctoral
programs and everyday life.

How Has Epistemic
Disobedience Influenced My
Scholarly Being?

If we don't give space for mystery, we erase
possibility and the unknown.
When language becomes representation, it
does not give space for mystery. The absolutism
of representative language comes at the cost of

During the process of embodying Slow
Photography and working on the project website
for almost two years, I have started to notice

Vanessa de Oliveira Andreotti, Carl Mika, Cash
Ahenakew, and Hemi Hireme, “Indigenous Knowledge
Systems and Anticipation,” in Handbook of Anticipation:

Theoretical and Applied Aspects of the Use of Future in Decision
Making, (New York, NY: Springer International
Publishing, 2017), 6.
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changes in my way of knowing and how the
practice is un/training me as an educational

If we don't give space for
mystery, we erase possibility
and the unknown.
researcher during my doctoral study journey.
As I mentioned earlier, the process of
embodying Slow Photography in my everyday
life starts from creative impulse, curiosity, and
intuition, without a predetermined end goal.
Since I started embodying this practice, I have
allowed myself to fail, wonder, and connect dots
in the digital space of my Slow Photography
website. As Koro-Ljungber writes, “uncertainty,
rawness, and creative chaos promoted by doing,
engaging, collaborating, and reflecting through
failure and unfinishedness (without constant and
continual purification and ‘cleaning’ efforts) is
conceptually life changing.”20 In other words, she
asks us to let go of the desire for control in
qualitative research.
Along the same lines, I started the Slow
Photography project without any strict plan, and
my thinking process as I have developed the
website has started to lead me towards surprises,
discoveries, and changes in my thinking and
being. I have witnessed many subtle changes in
my thinking habits which are helping me to
better engage in my doctoral studies by
reminding me to “embody scholarly being”
rather than “do research”—the difference
between being and doing.
Rather than following prescribed guidelines
without truly embodying the philosophy behind
those guidelines, we must turn toward living out
a mindset—one where what we practice and do
comes from our deeply rooted philosophies.
Mirka Koro-Ljungberg, Reconceptualizing Qualitative
Research: Methodologies without Methodology (London, UK:
Sage Publications, 2016), 103.
20
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Some people in academia do their research or
writing like a 9-5 job. Foor others, who embody
their scholarly being, research and writing are
incorporated into their lifestyle. Specifically, they
are living out three changes that I have started to
observe in my own scholarly being.

Wildflower and fence. Created by Reyila Hadeer.

First, I have started to develop inquiry as my
lifestyle. Wherever I go in my daily life, I regard
it as a chance for training and untraining my
researcher-self. I am intentionally giving myself
space to be curious and explore the world around
me. I am becoming more attentive to the present
moment despite the culture of speed in the
academy and larger society.
More specifically, I have started to cultivate
a beginner’s mindset in my fast-paced, daily life.
We can try to mindfully slow down in our daily
routine and make the familiar strange by
becoming a beginner. I used to believ that it was
exciting for researchers to travel to another city
to explore and discover and do fieldwork. At the
same time, I used to have stereotypes about my
own neighborhood or the city where I was
living—perhaps because I was too familiar with
these places. Now, I have realized that we do not
actually have to buy a plane ticket and go to a
strange destination to feel excitement.
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When we pull ourselves back as a beginner
we should respect the knowledge inside
and explore during our daily life, we gain a new
communities and let the local community
perspective on the world. As a writer and
participate in designing teacher training
researcher, it is important to have the ability to
procedures. In classroom teaching, I have been
keep returning with a beginner’s mindset, again
told that teachers should listen to students' own
and again. As Tim Ingold
concerns, fears, and passions
When
I
start
to
embrace
once said, “[writing] is a
to support them as they
constant struggle to turn
grow into their best-truethe unknown and play
endings into beginnings. It
self. In the policy-making
without
fear
of
control,
I
is precisely in this perpetual
process,
my
doctoral
start to heal my past
beginning that its freedom
seminars
advocate
lies.”21 Tim Ingold reminds
cultivating a loving culture
wounds.
us that, for researchers,
for grassroots voices instead
writing is a process rather
of giving them top-down
than an end or a product. It is a process where
rules to obey. In education reform, we are told
freedom lies in every moment.
that teachers should initiate and become the
Slow Photography helps me make sense of
main drivers of reform movements.22
philosophical perspectives, like Ingold’s, on
All these values have been instilled by my
writing, research, and inquiry, which might be
doctoral seminars in the name of democracy and
hard to explain through analytics and words.
social justice. At the same time, I have also been
Second, my Slow Photography practice helps
taught that democracy is not something
me to internalize a democratic mindset. In my
institutional and externa. Rather, we should
doctoral program, I have always been taught to
“acquire the habit of treating it as a way of
value democracy, equity, and community, but it
personal life.”23 If I truly want to make
has been hard for me to connect these concepts
democracy something internal and personal,
to my own personal experience and make sense
when I am calling for the bottom-up
of these social justice ideologies in the context of
epistemology,
inside-out
approach,
or
my own prior knowledge. Through embodying
democracy for external changes, I should
Slow Photography, I have started to internalize
embrace those values, first, as a way of my
bottom-up epistemology and an inside-out
personal lifestyle.
approach,
which
is
the
philosophy,
My Slow Photography website gives me a
methodology, and way of knowing that I truly
space to experiment with those democratic
value.
beliefs on myself. Slow Photography becomes a
These values have implications for a teacher
part of my personal democratic practice. On the
education system, for classroom teaching, for
Slow Photography website, I record and organize
education reform, and for policy-making. In my
those “consummatory experiences,”24 the little
teacher education courses, I have been told that
things that bring joy to me in my daily life. I give
Cary Campbell, “An Interview with Tim Ingold:
Educational Freedom, the Craft of Writing, and the
University,”
https://philosophasters.org/blog/2018/4/15/timingold-on-improv-writing-and-the-future-of-education.
22 David Tyack and Larry Cuban, Tinkering Toward Utopia
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995).
21

John Dewey, “Creative Democracy—The Task Before
Us,” in Larry A. Hickman and Thomas M. Alexander
(eds.) The Essential Dewey (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1998), 342.
24 Dewey, Art as Experience, 37.
23
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space for my own curiosity, thoughts, and
passions, evoked in the play of daily life, on this
website. I capture my own little excitements and
legitimize them by turning them into words and
photos. I believe every random thought is a
missing piece of a bigger puzzle about life, the
world, humans, or the universe.
In all these processes, I am using a
democratic perspective, treating my own feelings
and experiences as legitimate—without putting
them in a hierarchy of knowledge. Over time, I
am witnessing how I am becoming a better
listener to marginalized voices and embodying
the principles I have learned in my academic
discussion, all as my own philosophy.
Third, this website has become a space of
learning to speak up during the past two
years. Growing up, speaking up was always scary
for me because of the social, cultural and political
climate around me. I worried about
inconveniencing other people with my needs or
being viewed as a dangerous person with my
different opinions. So, I kept my opinions all to
myself.
As I embody Slow Photography, I notice that
the epistemic disobedience process also involves
personal courage. Going against the norm makes
a person stand out. I draw inspiration from
Foucault: “I'm very proud that some people
think that I'm a danger for the intellectual health
of students. When people start thinking of health
in intellectual activities, I think there is something
wrong.”25
One of Foucault’s points is that we choose
openness instead of fear in intellectual activities.
Learning about speaking up started out small. It
started with putting the photos I took on my

Slow Photography website. It eventually grew
into having the courage to write about my
experiences in this paper and share it with other
people. This project helped me cultivate my
ability to speak up and share my voice in the
academy.
Overall, during the process of embodying
Slow Photography and working on my epistemic
disobedience for almost two years, I have been
expanding myself. I have noticed that I am
maximizing “self” by my epistemic disobedience
in this power system we call “higher education.”
This self—this “open-ended space where we
continuously transform over time”—is my
project26
The Slow Photography website is a place for
me to play—“precisely because I am uncertain of
what will happen, of what will be produced in any
particular moment.”27 When I start to embrace
the unknown and play without fear of control, I
start to heal my past wounds—those caused by
censorship, the nation-state, and the “colonial
matrix of power.”28

Rux Martin, "Truth, Power, Self: An Interview with
Michel Foucault,” in Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with
Michel Foucault (London, UK: Tavistock Publications,
1988), 9-15.
26 Nick Couldry and Ulises A Mejias, “Data Colonialism:
Rethinking Big Data’s Relation to the Contemporary
Subject," Television & New Media 20, no. 4 (2019): 10.

27

25

Invitation to Engage
In scholarly discussions on epistemic
disobedience, we need more studies on how to
delink. We need more studies on who has the
power to practice epistemic disobedience.
In this article, Slow Photography provides
one example that is used to practice epistemic
disobedience for a student during a doctoral
study journey. At the same time, I also imagine a
broader embodied practice in everyday life that
extends beyond visual inquiry. For example,
meditation, yoga, sewing, and countless other
Jasmine Ulmer. "Composing Techniques:
Choreographing a Postqualitative Writing Practice,"
Qualitative Inquiry 24, no. 9 (2018): 730.
28 Walter Mignolo and Catherine Walsh, On Decoloniality:
Concepts, Analytics, Praxis (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2018), 141.
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everyday embodied practices are potential sites
for epistemic disobedience in everyday life.
Therefore, I propose that practicing
epistemic disobedience through embodied
practice may help doctoral students and scholars
in bureaucratic institutions escape the trap of
recycling existing dominant ways of thinking.
Furthermore, I propose that higher education
institutions might give students the power to
disrupt academic discussion at the foundational
and theoretical level in order to apply the
decolonial framework in practice.
Throughout this paper, I have included
several photos from my Slow Photography
website. I include them so as to invite others to
join the embodiment of epistemic disobedience.
I took these photos during my walk around our
campus.
Since I started my doctoral program, I have
always been drawn to the wildflowers that
escaped from the fence. In these photos,
wildflowers do not always respect the humanmade boundary of wire fences.
They are attempting, disrupting, and
blooming.
Reyila Hadeer is a Ph.D. student in the Curriculum,
Instruction, and Teacher Education Program at
Michigan State University. Her research interests include
curriculum, disinvesting language, and experiential
learning. During her doctoral study, she has been
conducting experiential works focusing on the curriculum,
situated at the counterpoint of school and life, from global
perspectives. She has also been conducting theoretical work
on how English as a Lingua Franca presents challenges
to any decolonial discourse in a global context.
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Does Decolonizing
Philosophy Entail
Teaching Philosophy as
World Literature?
J. Edward Hackett
Southern University and A&M College

This essay is about my lived experiences as a
philosophy teacher at two different Historically
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU): three
years at Savannah State University, and now as a
newly hired professor at Southern University and
A&M College.
In this essay, I reflect upon what it is like to
teaching philosophy in a decolonizing fashion. I
argue that the decolonizing of philosophy might
mean changing both the way we teach
philosophy as well as our assumptions of what
the subject matter of philosophy entails.
I am schooled in the traditions of
Continental and American philosophy. I have
also read for an analytic philosophical MA. From
this experience, I can say that all these traditions
are philosophically insulated in their own right.
Indeed, you can make a career out of teaching
and researching in any one of them—though to
be honest, you’ll teach more than you ever
specialized in. (I say this for the youngsters who
might be reading this.)
Now while I prefer Continental and
American philosophy precisely because there’s
something about paying attention to lived
experience that’s at the heart of how I choose to
philosophize in these traditions, there’s still a
dearth of women and people of color
represented in the typical canon of all these
traditions.
There are a few exceptions, to be sure. Frantz
Fanon and Simone de Beauvoir in the
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Continental tradition; and W.E.B. Du Bois,
Martin Luther King, Jr., and Mary Whiton
Calkins might make the secondary reading lists in
American philosophy surveys. But these thinkers
are still not part of the “core.” And about a dozen
more examples are possible. Be that as it may,
Continental,
Anglophone-Analytic,
and
American philosophers all have to take stock of
both the questions they’re asking and the canon
of thinkers that make it on their reading lists.
Central to my teaching, I am a firm believer
in students finding their own concerns mirrored
in the reading lists of classes. My thoughts here
are pedagogical, but they are also offered and
motivated by connecting to the larger world
within which we philosophers find ourselves
existing. As it stands, philosophy departments
often generate research scholars limited to a set
of questions irrelevant to changing landscapes in
American higher education. Having paid little
attention to teaching, many early-career
philosophers find upon graduation that their
inattentiveness to pedagogy and teaching get
them passed over—to others that pay attention
to teaching.
In this essay, I defend the thesis that we should
teach philosophy as a type of world literature, with as
much width and breadth as we find in other humanities
disciplines.
Let me be clear. This change isn’t a call for
emulation.
Let literature departments be literature
departments. Instead, we, philosophers, should
consider that philosophy is truly the appreciation
of wisdom in ways similar to literature
departments who appreciate works of literature.
There are prudent reasons for adopting a
strategy of appreciating wisdom and truthseeking. During my career, the United States will
be more diverse by the time I end my career. The
questions persons of color are asking of
themselves reflect the injustices in the ways in
which society is organized politically, socially,
and economically. Given that these realities also
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infuse philosophy, not only must we appreciate
In order to talk about decolonization, I
the wisdom sources in these cultures’ pasts—we
should define how I understand the term. By
must also pay attention to the questions they
decolonization, I mean the process by which
pose in the present.
schools become inclusive of all persons who
We cannot control or anticipate what these
attend them. Given that schools were first
questions will be. Philosophical questioning can
integrated in the 1970s, the added dimensions of
be spontaneous in whatever cultural formations
White flight from the cities as well as the
we happen to be existing in. But we can make
continued legacies of discrimination and
inroads in our ability to ask them by fostering a
economic impoverishment, public schools in the
horizon of engagement with multiple sources of
United States are not made for all who attend
wisdom in our classes.
them.
Many questions will be existential ones these
That’s a descriptive statement—one which
communities posit internally. Moreover,
then supports a normative corollary: public schools
whatever these questions will be, they should be
and universities should work for all persons. Public
given a fair hearing.
schools
reinforce
Decolonization refers to
Some questions can be
financial status. Public
anticipated. In this
schools in the United
becoming inclusive of
climate
of
everStates are funded by
philosophical traditions that
growing population
local tax revenue of
includes all who attend the
complexity, questions
property taxes at the
about pluralism and
state level. The spirit
philosophy classroom.
liberation have been
of
inquiry
must
dominant themes in my thinking given that I am
include resources to help and serve all who
invested in the futures of my past HBCU
attend. Within this context, HBCUs serve to
students. These concerns are internal to the
advance all who attend with a spirit of
identities of many persons of color, including the
inclusiveness often missing in public research
Black and African philosophers I’ve come to
universities.
know over the course of the last three years.1
How does this apply to philosophy? In
They’ve been saying these same things for
teaching philosophy, then, decolonization refers
years for good reasons. Since philosophy can be
to becoming inclusive of philosophical traditions
overwhelmingly White and, therefore, quite
that includes all who attend the philosophy
naïve at times (despite well-meaning intentions),
classroom. I take this inspiration from the
it can be argued that some questions,
opening chapter of W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of
philosophers, and texts get missed in the
Black Folk. “This, then, is the end of his striving:
traditional philosophical canon.2
to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture.”3
Anthony Neal has been a central influence in discussing
HBCU-centered pedagogy as well as postcolonial
perspectives with Walter Isaac.
2 Let me provide you with two leading books that can
give emphasis to this point internal to philosophy. First,
Bryan W. Van Norden has authored a wonderful
manifesto to decolonize philosophy: Taking Back
Philosophy: A Multicultural Manifesto (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2017). Second, both Stephen Ferguson
1

and John McClendon have made this point with respect
to African American male philosophers being obfuscated
internal to anthologies in Black thought and in a
predominantly White anthologies popular in philosophy
textbooks. See their African American Philosophers and
Philosophy (Bloomsbury Press, 2019).
3 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York:
Dover, 1994), 3.
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Philosophy as world literature puts all cultures on
equal footing—in which they are all contributing
to the kingdom of culture.4
The professionalization of Western
philosophy often tries to avoid asking these
questions. It sometimes does not even take up
the lived experiences of everyday life and their
relevant strivings (including the students in the
philosophy classroom). For this reason,
philosophers should be reading widely and
outside of their own cultural frame of reference.
In short, the discipline of philosophy comes
across as not seriously taking up the experience
of others.
In fact, I honestly feel that one could read the
Anglophone analytic tradition as taking up every
philosophical problem through the lens of the
epistemic subject—an abstraction that never
truly obtains in the concrete experience of our
lives. It’s therefore understandable why both
pragmatism and phenomenology interrogated
the views coming out of the Vienna circle. Still,
neither of these traditions has moved the
needle—seemingly uniwlling to take seriously
either Africana philosophy or African American
philosophy. W.E.B. Du Bois and Martin Luther
King, Jr. are still read as outliers.5
To suggest that philosophy takes its cue from
world literature is a way to be more inclusive for
the needs of the future. It also means that our
students will need a more global, more
multicultural understanding of the world than
permitted by the range of questions that
currently exist. If the world they live in becomes
fundamentally different than our own, then the

philosophical problems will change in relation to
those differences. These differences will have an
effect on us today.
How many philosophy departments do not
require any history of philosophy courses and
simply take up the same old questions of their
predecessors and doctoral supervisors? Ask
yourself: are you just another meta-ethicist,
another political philosopher interested in game
theory, another naturalist philosopher of mind,
another formal epistemologist, or another
philosophy of science scholar? In another vain,
are you another Dewey or Heidegger scholar?
It’s easy to pick on the insularity of analytics.
What’s more, how many in American philosophy
read beyond their primary dissertation figure?
The same problem can well persist in nonanalytic philosophy. How many young
Continental PhDs are minted from the
Heidegger factory? Or write on Derrida and
Deleuze, but never lift a finger to think outside
the internal Western-ness of the Continental
tradition?
Yes, you can take pride that some have taken
their methodological cues from the Continentals
and the Pragmatists. In these traditions, we have
a place for the experience of others. It’s easier,
but it doesn’t follow that simply because you are
aware of some other voices or took a French
feminism seminar that you’ve read in these
traditions enough to push others to be moved in
appreciating other sources of wisdom. In these

Du Bois’s efforts are speaking about the position of
Black men in relation to what it means for Black persons
to live fulfilling free lives. In that spirit, a decolonized
conception of philosophy establishes the preconditions
for working toward encountering the strife in life and
discovering meaning and purpose in our lives with
philosophy.
5 The new Tommy Shelby and Brandon Terry collection,
To Shape a New World: Essays on the Political Philosophy of

Martin Luther King, Jr. (London: Belknap Press, 2018) is
the first recent attempt to convince philosophers at large.
However, Shelby and Terry were not the first to claim
this about King. Nobody in that collection cites and
treats The Political Philosophy of Martin Luther King, Jr. by
Hanes Walton, Jr. (New York: Praeger, 1971) nor treats
extensively the essays in Robert Birt’s The Liberatory
Thought of Martin Luther King, Jr.: Essays on the Philosopher
King (Lanham, MA: Rowman and Littlefield, 2012).
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schools, it’s all too easy to think that you’ve done
enough or applied some thinker to think through
some social problem, even when such
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rarely ever finds a home in reviews of graduate
committees
and
comprehensive
exams
procedures. The way we are taught philosophy in

It’s all too easy to think that you’ve done enough or applied
some thinker to think through some social problem, even
when such engagements are underwritten by the same
colonialist attitudes the essay is trying to avoid.
engagements are underwritten by the same
colonialist attitudes the essay is trying to avoid.
Oftentimes, it’s just programmatic that some
work gets repeated ad nauseam. I can’t tell you
how many times I’ve read the program to SPEP
to find some graduate student who has written
the Levinas + gender/sexuality, or Levinas +
race paper.
Now, I know that many will not heed this
call. Many have decided that philosophy is about
something else than the lived experience of
others—true beliefs, thinking through the
implications of a current scientific findings,
proposing a naturalist ontology for thought’s
representational content, or whatever it may be.
I really don’t have a response to those with a
different meta-philosophy—except to reiterate
that caring about the lived experiences of others
means appreciating other wisdom traditions,
learning from other civilizations, and reading as
widely as we can about them—all to the effect of
making us more capable of connecting to the
populations we teach. Discussions of teaching

graduate school oftentimes reflects what we are
in turn comfortable to teach.
The takeaway from discussing these things is
simply that there’s wisdom in being conversant
in Tao Te Ching, Wiredu, Ortega y Gasset, or Al
Farabi. It makes one better. The argument for
reading more widely is that it enhances our ability
to be transformed. Some great works have
guided other theaters of civilization. Who could
really understand the United States without
reading John Locke’s Second Treatise on Civil
Government?6 The same is true of China and
Confucius’s Analects.
I anticipate the objection that someone
might claim that they just don’t have time. They
must continue the research they began in their
dissertation and teach, striving ever more to
unlock the secrets of their overspecialization in
professionalized philosophy. Yes, you were
trained on the meta-ethical problem of the twin
moral Earth problem or Arendt and political
pluralism, but that doesn’t mean you can’t pick
up a copy of the Dhammapada. Given that we are

Attempting to avoid colonialist attitudes does not mean
abandoning reading those texts that inform a
whitewashed version of the United States or abandoning
the “Great Books” tradition that so many Conservatives
in America regard as foundational. Indeed, I haven’t
detailed in this essay what it might mean to read
philosophy as world literature except to allude to the
openness required for appreciating wisdom. For example,
I can think of many colleagues with whom I have had
discussions. They teach the standard John LockeThomas Jefferson connection, demonstrating Locke’s
influence on Jefferson’s authorship of The Declaration of

Independence. Yet they do not ever mention that Locke
published The Fundamental Constitution of the Carolinas in
1670. In it, Locke wrote, “§110. Every freeman of
Carolina shall have absolute power and authority over his
Negro slaves, of what opinion or religion soever.” This
passage is from David Wooton’s edited collection, The
Political Writings of John Locke (New York: Penguin, 1993),
230. One doesn’t need to cite the work of Carol Pateman
or Charles Mills to see who is not included in the revered
foundations of the United States. One needs to honestly
engage with wider breadth the stories we tell from only
reading slivers of the philosophical canon.

6
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more interconnected than ever before, the duties
incumbent to understand each other as scholars
are a duty I’d argue we all possess. By extension,
the same holds true not only for our professional
lives as scholars, but also as teachers of
philosophy.
When world leaders are vying for economic
supremacy—say, supremacy between the US and
China—scholars are meeting across borders, and
irrespective of their home country’s politics.
Scholars have unique minds that yearn to
understand the world, and we are more fit to
demonstrate this understanding to the public
than others. If we read another culture’s sources
of wisdom, we may even improve the
impressions of our brothers and sisters in far off
countries. Through our scholarly actions,
understanding floats between borders because of
a disposition to appreciate wisdom, not to
produce the most accurate account of what is
true. In effect, appreciating another culture’s
sources of wisdom makes us (and our students)
more cosmopolitan.
There will be pushback against the idea that
we should read widely or read texts in languages
other than English. The American geopolitical
position is one of extreme privilege and
hegemony. English has become the lingua franca
of academia. With that position and privilege
comes the fact that other people learn our
language before we are called to do the same.
Where else can you find young people—
American citizens—majoring in international
business who cannot speak another language?
Many Anglophone philosophy departments
allow for logic or scientific methods to substitute
for requirement to study another language. In
effect, these philosophy departments in the
United States are awarding doctorate degrees
without an eye to reading wider than our own
language, let alone just reading just ourselves.
This breeds an insularity that gets habituated to
the point that we philosophers don’t want to read
any wider than the comfort of what we find
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acceptable—out of habit, from being taught a
certain way. Acceptable often means
comfortable, but not necessarily better. Western
philosophers can do better.
So next time you are organizing your class,
think about the reading list.
If you are teaching a lot of Chinese students,
then perhaps you should not have Descartes and
Hume on the reading list. Perhaps, there is some
groundbreaking novel or civilization-specific
classic that everyone reads. By selecting such a
text, the students see themselves within what
philosophy is trying to cultivate. The study of
philosophy attempts to cultivate the intellectual
imagination to solve problems that science,
common sense, faith, or art cannot solve on their
own. If we study what other cultures have to say
about a problem or even to understand why a
problem for us was never a problem for another
civilization, then we cultivate wisdom to be
between us.
Within the cracks of contrast, there is
illumination.
So far, I have been outlining some key
assumptions about the nature of philosophy. In
what follows, I meditate now on some objections
that come from the teaching of philosophy.
For me, teaching philosophy and the nature of
philosophy are one indissoluble whole. For those of you
who attended a PhD program that turned out
researchers, there will automatically be an
unreflective bias that we teach philosophy as
though we are part of a guild. In such thinking,
philosophy is for those who can do it, and such
researchers may land jobs at major research
institutions with either an impressive
undergraduate major or graduate philosophy
program. These folks, however, will be the last to
change their assumptions about philosophy that
I am advocating for in this essay.
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In learning to become a researcher, one’s
The Genealogy of Morals, and Russell Schaferown methodological assumptions about
Landau’s The Fundamentals of Ethics.
philosophy will be reinforced. Indeed, changing
I decided to put King at the end of the
philosophy from something like trying to arrive
course. I decided to gain some distance between
at the best argument into something more akin
ethical theories and the heated embers of the
to world literature requires us to regard the
Ferguson incident. Then, as we were reading
authors we teach as
King, Tamar Rice
sources of wisdom—
For me, teaching philosophy and (2002-2014), a twelvenot that they solely are
year-old boy, was shot
the
nature
of
philosophy
are
one
right or wrong about X.
in Cleveland, some
indissoluble whole.
For instance, one might
thirty miles north of
think J. L. Mackie
where we were located.
wrong about how he defined the trilemma and
What’s more, a young lady’s mom in this class
the problem of evil, yet one teaches that paper in
was friends with Tamar Rice’s mom. Suddenly,
a standard philosophy of religion class because of
the issues in King’s text came alive, and this class
its historical significance in the debate.7
became one of those classes you did not know
Consider just how much our teaching
how it would go. The subject matter became
practices inform our theorizing about philosophy
personal, but in keeping discussion grounded in
itself. Think about the previous example. The
the texts, philosophy never seemed so relevant in
reason one teaches the J. L. Mackie piece is not
all my years of teaching.
just because it is present in the anthology, but
It was also my first time teaching about race
also that you share in his opinion about what it
within such a renewed and heated context. I
means to do philosophy. You may even consider
received emails thanking me for simply teaching
Mackie wrong on many counts, yet its selection
King after the course was over. I had no idea that
says something about what it means to do
another slaying of an unarmed black male would
philosophy for you.
happen, let alone someone having a personal
So let me be clear: The reason why I argue
connection with the family in my classroom.
that King is a philosopher has to do with extraApparently, some students felt like other
philosophical motivations about having been
instructors avoided honest discussions about
transformed by reading him and the experience
race that semester. Yet for me, philosophy
of teaching him. Let me give you the story.
tackles difficult issues. What I teach reflects how
After coming back from the Bonhoeffer and
I proceed in philosophy. Upon reflection, I’m
King Conference held at Western Carolina
betting the same is true for you, the reader, as
University with the Personalist Seminar in
well.
August 2014, I decided I wanted to teach King
Of course, one could object that since one’s
for the first time. The conference took place just
understanding of a text is not complete, one is
days after Michael Brown had been shot in
not competent to teach that text. I would deny
Ferguson, Missouri. Originally, my Introduction
the validity of this objection. Being mindful of
to Ethics class included The Ethics of Ambiguity,
the texts we select to teach also means we do not
need to be scholars of them to teach them.
See J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism: Arguments for and
against the Existence of God (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1983). In this instance, see Chapter 9 specifically.
7
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Often, I encounter this fear in early-career
philosophers to try something different.
However, philosophers have spent numerous
hours learning to read philosophical texts actively
and quite differently from even our other
colleagues in the humanities. Displaying those
active reading skills for the first time in a class
can be a powerful discussion tool, but also one
that invites students to do the same.
The foreign and the strange can draw us in
with equal allure just as much as Plato and his
Allegory of the Cave. I have found this to be a
remarkable tool. In teaching King, I have often
had to de-program the assumption about King
being a rhetorician or activist rather than a
philosopher. In this way, coming to read his
sermons or writings, we learn to read what
appears to be non-philosophy as philosophy.
Philosophical engagement with a text can occur
in many different ways—certainly beyond the
argumentatively-driven philosophy we get from
the modern philosophers in Europe. Instead,
maybe doing philosophy just means reading texts
philosophically.
Perhaps, the most sincere worry might be
that my suggestions become implemented in
such a way that diversifying the syllabus becomes
tokenist. Say that a teacher puts Black Elks Speaks
on his syllabus to show that he is willing to
consider alternative sources of wisdom.
Moreover, on his syllabus, he has standard
readings from Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Hume,
Leibniz, Kant, Nietzsche, and Marx.
For me, such an objection would not follow
from taking philosophy as world literature
seriously.
Emancipatory
attempts
at
understanding diverse sources of wisdom can
very much be sincere efforts at understanding the
human condition. Sincerity can be packed into
what we mean by world literature. Yet, such a
teacher might be viewed as inauthentic. The
tokenist worry is evident because this teacher’s
syllabus assumes the Eurocentric White
philosophical canon as the center—and

89

everything else around it becomes a token of
diversity.
In this way, our teacher is in danger of
assuming a colonialist attitude to other cultures.
In other words, this objection can only find
purchase by denying the spirit by which I opened
this piece, where I was concerned that by
equating philosophy with a narrow set of
philosophical texts that does not and cannot
anticipate the existential demands of the future.
So let’s think about how our philosophy
teacher can do better. In teaching Black Elk
Speaks, he might try to understand the cultural
horizon from which Black Elk described some of
his visions. He might think about what it means
to be a heyoka, a holy man, in the Ogala Lakota.
He might even pair the reading with selections
from other Native American sources like Vine
Deloria’s God Is Red and perhaps Scott Pratt’s
Native Pragmatism: Rethinking the Roots of American
Philosophy.
Decisive pairing can open up discussions:
challenges to Western theology in Deloria; Black
Elk’s later conversion to Catholicism; or the
Native roots of American pragmatism. Even
though Black Elk will eventually speak of his
conversion to Catholicism, his lifespan (18631950) offers us a rare glimpse into a mind that
both departs from and adapts to colonial power
structures. His life provides a wonderful example
of how to question the structures that pervade
both his experience and our own. An authentic
engagement with Black Elk Speaks, then, might
look at both the sincerity and brashness of the
rebel. The main insight to take away is that it is
possible to engage another source text in its own
terms, even though, as Gadamer showed, our
biases will always be present.
I will end on an objection I find hard to
ignore. Part of trying to reconfigure philosophy
as world literature will be constrained by exactly
how we understand the nature of philosophy as
well as the extra-institutional factors that ground
that same understanding. The typical
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Introduction to Philosophy course must teach a
sampling of epistemology, ethics, and
metaphysics. In fact, some courses are limited by
their descriptions in the course catalogue.
Professors are designing Introduction to
Philosophy courses to match the expectations of
regional accreditation agencies.
I agree that the immediate institutional
realities may put up barriers at the departmental
and institutional level, but those outcomes and
metrics are still—for now—in faculty control.
Institutional understandings about philosophy
comes first from philosophers—so, yes,
innovation may be called for to learn how to
teach such a sampling in the Introduction to
Philosophy course.
Granted, hermeneutic approaches to
philosophy may square more easily with what I
am suggesting in this essay. For example,
Gadamer shows how productive understanding
is by admitting that our pre-judgments—what we
can also call prejudices—actually constitute our
engagement with each other. In Truth and Method,
he shows why understanding comes from the
historical background and embodies the starting
places of any discourse. It's at the point where
two parties engaged in a discourse are honest
about their starting places, their inherited
histories, and still want to gain some level of
understanding from each other and the texts they
read.
In this essay, I have expounded upon the idea
that we expand what we consider the
philosophical canon. I have done this through
pedagogical reflection—the assumption that
teaching is somehow central to the doing of
philosophy.
I anticipate the pedagogical
landscape shifting in the years to come. These
changes should impact teaching, particularly the
practices of text selection. I have suggested that
reading widely can be an active response to the
anticipated and unanticipated changes to higher
education populations in the future.
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By transforming philosophy into world
literature, we can respond to the existential
demands of those changes and reconfigure the
power of philosophy to be more transformative
than its current reality allows. I have given
reasons internal to how we are trained as
philosophers and explained what it means to
teach philosophy as world literature.
I want to end on this fact: my essay is
written as an experiment in true pragmatic
fashion. While I have pushed forward a thesis, I
invite readers to notice that the title ends in a
question mark. As we work out exactly what the
decolonization of philosophy looks like, I offer
this possibility as a question to be explored.
J. Edward Hackett, Ph.D. researches pragmatism,
phenomenology, and personalism and their application to
value theory. His research may be considered at the
intersection of American and Continental philosophical
traditions in ethics and social and political philosophy.
Currently, he is thinking through both religious
experience and value experiences and what relational
ontologies must be true to cohere with the facts of these
experiences. Moreover, he has been researching several
essays on Martin Luther King, Jr. and Ralph Waldo
Emerson. He received his Ph.D. in 2013 at Southern
Illinois University Carbondale. His books
include Phenomenology for the 21st
Century (2016), Persons and Values in
Pragmatic Phenomenology (2018), and a new
fantasy novel series entitled Flight of the
Ravenhawk (2019). He is currently an Assistant
Professor in the English and Philosophy Department at
Southern University and A&M College in Baton
Rouge, Louisiana.
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Schools all over Turtle Island

1

teach a “settler
colonial perspective”—one which has been
based on systematically destroying human
relationships to the land and water to make room
for on-going colonial projects.2 Settler colonial
ideologies have actively worked to redefine the
meanings and significance of the land and water.3
These ideologies have become so entrenched in
all levels of the education system that they appear
as natural. Children and youth are taught from an
Or, what is called North America, for those operating
outside of Anishinabe Creation stories.
2 Sandy Grande, Red Pedagogy: Native American Social and
Political Thought, ed. Sandy Grande, 10th Anniv (Lanham,
Marlyand: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2015).
3 Dolores Calderon, “Speaking Back to Manifest
Destinies: A Land Education-Based Approach to Critical
Curriculum Inquiry,” Environmental Education Research 20,
no. 1 (2014): 24–36.
4 Grande.
5 Corey Snelgrove, Rita Kaur Dhamoon, and Jeff
Corntassel, “Unsettling Settler Colonialism: The
Discourse and Politics of Settlers, and Solidarity with
Indigenous Nations,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education
& Society 3, no. 2 (2014): 1–32.
1

early age that the land and water are property
which can be owned and used for productivity.4
Settler colonialism is different than other
forms of colonialism because settlers arrive with
the intentions of creating a new home on the land
and then insist settler sovereignty over
everything and everyone in “their” new domain.5
Settler colonialism both shapes and is shaped by
relations of “coloniality, racism, gender, class,
sexuality and desire, capitalism and ableism,”6
whereby the central concern is domination over
land and water. As settlers make Indigenous land
and waters their new home, property, and source
of capital, they also disrupt the relationships
between Indigenous peoples and the land and
waters, resulting in profound violence.7
Settlers enshrine their law. They erase
Indigenous laws, cultures, and histories through
the enforcement of a settler colonial system.8 To
justify settler colonialism, settlers emphasize the
differences between the “civilized” and the
“savage”—creating the socioculturally and
spatially distinct “Other” who is (un)imagined
away from the settler state.9 Differences between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in
Canada are (un)imaginatively, materially, and
symbolically imbued with federal, provincial,
territorial, and municipal natural resource
policies, which are constructed to benefit the
settler state.10 The formation of “Other” and
Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and Corntassel, 2.
Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and Corntassel, “Unsettling
Settler Colonialism: The Discourse and Politics of
Settlers, and Solidarity with Indigenous Nations.”
8 Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and Corntassel.
9 Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, “Beyond “Culture”:
Space, Identity, and the Politics of Difference,” Cultural
Anthropology 7, no. 1 (1992): 6–23.
10 Joel Wainwright, “The Geographies of Political
Ecology: After Edward Said,” Environment and Planning A
37, no. 6 (2005): 1033–43; Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and
Corntassel, “Unsettling Settler Colonialism: The
Discourse and Politics of Settlers, and Solidarity with
Indigenous Nations.”
6
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“Otherness” arises through the creation of
“here” and “there” spaces: distinct, particular,
singular, and (un)imagined spaces that unite and
separate socio-cultural groups, such as
reservations.11

Educational spaces are
complicit in their reproduction
of settler colonial ideologies
through the reinforcement of
settler meanings of land.
Educational spaces are complicit in their
reproduction of settler colonial ideologies
through the reinforcement of settler meanings of
land, while explicitly and implicitly erasing
Indigenous
histories
and
undermining
Indigenous self-determination.12 Despite those
teachers, professors, scholars, staff, and
schoolboards who work to unsettle settler
colonialism in all levels of the education system,
North American schools remain embedded in a
settler colonial perspective and system.13 Settler
identities are constructed, built, and nourished in
these academic settings.14 Thus, it is critical to
disturb and deconstruct settler colonial
perspectives in Western education institutions at
large.
In this paper, we address the ways settler
colonial power systems shape the field of
kinesiology and how the field neglects its
connectedness to, and relevance of, water.
Through a decolonizing autoethnography, the
following questions are explored: How can
White settlers and Western researchers
Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the
Poor (Harvard University Press, 2011); Gupta and
Ferguson.
12 John Tippeconnic III, “Critical Theory, Red Pedagogy,
and Indigenous Knowledge: The Missing Links to
Improving Education,” in Red Pedagogy: Native American
Social and Political Thought, ed. Sandy Grande, 10th Anniv
(Lanham, Marlyand: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
2015), 35–42.
11
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decolonize their own methodologies, theories,
and practices? How does kinesiology, as a field,
neglect the relationship between water and the
study/practice of human movement? How can
decolonial water education be introduced in
kinesiology faculties and other physical cultural
spaces to open awareness of spiritual
relationships with land and water?
The paper concludes with future
recommendations for decolonizing (water)
education.

Decolonizing Autoethnography
This paper is presented as a decolonizing
autoethnography, a critical self-reflection of
Stephanie Woodworth’s positionality as a White
settler woman from Dryden, Ontario and
graduate student in a kinesiology faculty at a large
Canadian university.
The paper is assisted by Caroline Fusco, an
Irish woman who immigrated to Canada in 1990.
Prior to coming to Canada, she did not know the
full histories of Indigenous peoples in North
America and now acknowledges that she is a
guest on this land and is privileged to live, work,
and play on the traditional territories of First
Nations peoples. She was Woodworth’s faculty
supervisor during her master’s degree and guided
Woodworth in early conceptions of the study,
assisted Woodworth in her interpretations and
writing for the defence of the thesis, and
participated in critical revisions for this paper’s
publication draft, and in the final submission of
the document.
Eve Tuck, Marcia McKenzie, and Kate McCoy, “Land
Education: Indigenous, Post-Colonial, and Decolonizing
Perspectives on Place and Environmental Education
Research,” Environmental Education Research 20, no. 1
(2014): 1–23.
14 Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and Corntassel. “Unsettling
Settler Colonialism: The Discourse and Politics of
Settlers, and Solidarity with Indigenous Nations.”
13
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In this paper, we (Woodworth and Fusco)
from in order to proceed in a study that was not
unpack Woodworth’s positionality as a White
framed by Eurocentric knowledges. Beginning to
settler woman
understand the
To break out of the colonial system that
doing research
possible answers
with
to the questions
continues to oppress and dismiss
Indigenous
being proposed
Indigenous
Knowledges
and
unlearn
the
peoples
required more
colonized language of the academy,
alongside her
critical reflection
experiences as
on
our
researchers must re-center stories.
a
graduate
researcher
student in kinesiology. In doing so, we draw from
positionalities in relationship to the settler state
decolonizing, critical and indigenous studies,
and ostensibly a white-settler academic
post-colonial feminism, and settler colonial
institution. To break out of the colonial system
studies to critically examine the ways in which
that continues to oppress and dismiss Indigenous
kinesiology, as a field, neglects the relationship
Knowledges and unlearn the colonized language
between water and the study and practice of
of the academy, researchers must re-center
human movement and, in doing so, we argue that
stories.
such neglect reproduces settler colonial
For thousands of years, Indigenous peoples
ideologies that is harmful to Indigenous
have used storytelling to share knowledge.15 As a
communities and relationships with the land,
form of storytelling, “autoethnography” is the
water, and animals. This integrated theoretical
written self-reflection of a researcher on their
framework seeks to privilege, honor, and
subjective experiences and positionality in
celebrate
Indigenous
peoples,
voices,
relation to larger social meanings and
knowledges, cultures, ontologies, epistemologies,
discourses.16 Autoethnography encourages
and methodologies, as well as unsettle the
researchers to examine and reflect on the takendominant and canonized approaches to
for-granted and ignored details of lived realities
education in kinesiology and Canada more
and environments—of peoples and places.17
broadly.
Autoethnographic research should not make
As we developed more and more
generalized,
“one-size-fits-all,”
“blanketunderstanding of Indigenous methodologies, it
approach” statements about human lives and
was clear to us that many of the methods we were
sociocultural conditions, but rather, work to
drawing on in our work and approach to the
enhance understandings of how lived
study employed colonial methods, all the while
experiences of the everyday shapes knowledge
attempting to be grounded in Indigenous
systems. Through autoethnographic stories,
worldviews. We became cognizant that more
researchers can theorize and explain the everyday
attention needed to be paid to who we were, how
strategies of colonialism that have been used to
we were learning, and who we were learning
erase and devalue Indigenous peoples and
Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research
and Indigenous Peoples (Zed Books Ltd., 1999).
16 David M Hayano, “Auto-Ethnography: Paradigms,
Problems, and Prospects,” Human Organization 38, no. 1
(1979): 99–104.
17 Holly Thorpe, Karen Barbour, and Toni Bruce,
“Wandering and Wondering”: Theory and
15

Representation in Feminist Physical Cultural Studies,”
Sociology of Sport Journal 28, no. 1 (2011): 106–34; Mohan J
Dutta, “Autoethnography as Decolonization,
Decolonizing Autoethnography: Resisting to Build Our
Homes,” Cultural Studies, Critical Methodologies 18, no. 1
(2018): 94–96.
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knowledge systems. As a method, storytelling
illuminates the interconnections between the
personal, political, and professional, allowing
readers to critically reflect on and examine the
entanglements between colonial, capital, and
neoliberal power systems.18
There
are
different
types
of
autoethnography, but we focus here on
decolonizing autoethnography. Decolonizing
autoethnography interrogates how coloniality is
inscribed in the production of knowledge by
moving through a critical self-reflection of one’s
positionality in the colonial system.19 This
method challenges White/Western/Eurocentric
imperialism as the naturalized site of knowledge
production, while also offering a critically
reflexive tool for decolonizing the academy.
Decolonial autoethnographic research exposes
the ways colonial violence is deeply woven
through academic institutions and illustrates how
such violence is engrained in everyday
experiences, inside and outside the academy.20 As
settler colonial ideologies create and comprise
the practices of knowledge production in White,
Western, and Eurocentric institutions,21
decolonizing
autoethnographic
research
unsettles such narratives, through story, from the
place and position of the researcher.
In the following pages, Woodworth will
share her personal reflections during her master’s
thesis (written in italics), which will be
intertwined with the authors’ analysis of
kinesiology’s approach to water in the hope of
building and supporting future decolonial water
education in the field.
Mohan J Dutta, “Autoethnography as Decolonization,
Decolonizing Autoethnography: Resisting to Build Our
Homes,” Cultural Studies Critical Methodologies 18, no. 1
(2018): 94–96.
19 Dutta.
20 Dutta, “Autoethnography as Decolonization,
Decolonizing Autoethnography: Resisting to Build Our
Homes.”
18
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As a White settler woman, with German and
English heritage, born and raised in a settler town
(Dryden, Ontario) on the territory of Anishinabe
people, I grew up ignorant, unaware, uneducated
about, and naïve to, my colonial complicity.
Throughout my graduate degree in Tkaronto, I have
learned how I have, and continue to, benefit from the
colonial system that dispossesses, oppresses,
marginalizes, and dehumanizes Indigenous peoples
on Turtle Island.
I am responsible for my silence and complicity.
I will no longer be silent.22

Honoring the Mother Earth
Water Walks
We initially found out about the Mother Earth
Water Walks after Woodworth was invited to
participate in the 2016 Waawaase’Aagaming Water
Walk.
We
learned
that
Anishinabekwe
Grandmother Josephine Mandamin walked in
ceremony around Anishinaabewi-gichigami23 in the
spring of 2003 with a small group of
Anishinabekwe Grandmothers. Their decision
was inspired by Grand Chief Edward Benton
Banai (Anishinabe, Three Fires Midewiwin
Society), who shared a prophecy that if human
negligence continues in the future, an ounce of
water will cost as much as an ounce of gold.24
Since the inaugural 2003 Lake Superior Water
Grande, Red Pedagogy: Native American Social and Political
Thought.
22 Stephanie Woodworth, “Decolonizing
Autoethnography: Where's the Water in Kinesiology?,”
2018, ix.
23 (Lake Superior)
24 Mother Earth Water Walk, “About Us - Mother Earth
Water Walk,” 2017,
http://www.motherearthwaterwalk.com/?page_id=11.
21
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Walk, Grandmother Josephine nourished a
humility and responsibility, and emanates powerful
Water Walking movement, called the Mother
emotions and energies outwards. 27
Earth Water Walks, for which she walked around
the five Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River,
The mission of the Mother Earth Water Walks is
and elsewhere, encouraging innumerable people
to build sacred relationships between peoples
to also walk for nibi.25
and nibi by walking around, with, and for,
Inspired by Grandmother Josephine, many
waterbodies. Water Walkers hope to wake up the
individuals
and
consciousness
of
communities outside
current
generations
to
Since the inaugural 2003 Lake
Turtle Island have
ensure that future
Superior Water Walk,
committed themselves
generations know the
Grandmother Josephine
to water as Water
waters are (healthy)
Walkers,
water
living entities.28
nourished a Water Walking
carriers, and water
Mother Earth Water
movement.
26
protectors. Following
Walks
are
an
Grandmother
Anishinabe ceremony
Josephine’s footsteps, annual Water Walks are
from start to finish, rooted in the importance of
hosted in communities around the world to
enacting Anishinabekwe29 responsibilities to carry,
protect and heal waterbodies. Waterbodies refer to
care for, and speak for nibi.30 Robin Wall
both our human bodies (consisting mostly of
Kimmerer (Anishinabe, Citizen Potawatomi
water), as well as the physical bodies of water that
Nation)31 describes that for Anishinabe people,
gift us life (oceans, lakes, rivers, creeks, streams,
“ceremony is a vehicle for belonging—to a
rain, snow, ice, clouds).
family, to a people, and to the land.” Ceremony
Walking for nibi, a symbol of physical culture
offers a precious gift to Mother Earth in a moral
and connection to nature, has never been
covenant of reciprocity and builds reciprocity
explored in kinesiology.
and responsibility, which brings attention to
intention, and transcends the boundaries of the
Every step teaches you to walk with intention and
individual to resonate with the spiritual.32
attention to every movement, breath, word, action,
The Mother Earth Water Walks are
behavior, and attitude. Walking with intention and
ceremonial journeys of healing and protection,
attention to nibi’s gifts of life brings powerful energies
through the development and nourishment of
of healing from the sky to the earth. The act of
sacred connections and relationships between
walking with love and gratitude for water teaches
people and nibi.33 Walking braids reciprocity,
(water)
Debby Wilson Danard, “Be the Water,” Canadian
Woman Studies 30, no. 2–3 (2013): 115–20.
27 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 73.
28 Deborah McGregor, “Indigenous Women, Water
Justice and Zaagidowin (Love),” Canadian Woman Studies
30, no. 2–3 (2013): 71–78.
29 (Ojibwe woman)
30 Deborah McGregor, “Honouring Our Relations: An
Anishnaabe Perspective,” Speaking for Ourselves:
Environmental Justice in Canada 27, no. 1 (2009): 27–41.
25
26

Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous
Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants
(Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed Editions, 2013), 37.
32 Kimmerer.
33 Danard, “Be the Water”; Renée Elizabeth
Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bédard, “Keepers of the Water:
Nishnaabe-Kwewag Speaking for the Water,” in Lighting
the Eighth Fire: The Liberation, Resurgence, and Protection of
Indigenous Nations, ed. Leanne Betasamosake Simpson
(Winnipeg, MB: Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 2008), 89–110.
31
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responsibility, and respect in a sacred bond of
partnership between the walker’s physical
waterbody and the waterbodies they walk for—
all joined in a powerful symbiosis. Every step is
a prayer for nibi, land, peoples, plants, animals,
birds, fish—all of Creation.34
My mind, body, and spirit opened to water on the
Waawaase’Aagaming Water Walk. Something
changed significantly within me that day. Since then,
every step moving forward has been in healing, love,
gratitude, and hope.35
Committed to Grandmother Josephine
Mandamin and the Water Walkers, Woodworth
worked to gather, harvest, and map stories about
the Water Walks, according to the First Nations
OCAP principles of “ownership, control, access,
and possession”36 and in mutual connection with
Grandmother Josephine and Joanne Robertson
(coordinator of the Mother Earth Water Walks).
With a public archive and digital story map,
we work to share how the Mother Earth Water
Walks are fundamental in (re)building sacred
relationships between peoples and nibi. To bring
these stories of the importance of walking and
protecting water to kinesiology and to assist the
archiving and mapping of the Mother Earth
Water Walks required critical reflection on our
subjectivities and positionalities, which, in turn,
required addressing, rethinking, and changing
research methods and methodologies multiple
times.
I increasingly saw a transformation in myself and the
type of research I was doing. I realized I had
something significant to share about what I did, how
Mother Earth Water Walk, “About Us - Mother Earth
Water Walk.”
35 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 44.
36 Canada National Aboriginal Health Organization,
“Ownership, Control, Access, and Possession (OCAP) or
Self-Determination Applied to Research: A Critical
34
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I did it, and why that realization is important for the
field of kinesiology and my subdiscipline of physical
cultural studies (PCS).37
Inspired by the Water Walkers approach to the
water and to the earth, and with approval of her
supervisory committee, Woodworth was
provoked to conduct a decolonizing
autoethnography for her master’s research in
order to bring attention to the absence of water
in kinesiology, while simultaneously and
uncompromisingly contributing to a public
archive and digital story map of the Mother
Earth Water Walks.
With further guidance from her principal
supervisor (Fusco), Woodworth focused on a
critique of her research process through a
decolonizing autoethnography rather than
analyze and share the stories gathered about the
Water Walkers for her final thesis. By examining
more closely her position as a White settler
Canadian
woman,
Woodworth
drew
connections between the ways in which water is
neglected in kinesiology and the settler colonial
power systems that govern and pollute
waterbodies in the country.
I purposely do not examine the Water Walkers’
stories through a typical Western scientific method of
discourse or content analysis, to specifically ensure
their narratives will not be owned by the University
of Toronto.38
The next step was to examine the displacement
of the land and water in the discipline of
kinesiology and in physical cultural spaces in
Canada more broadly.
Analysis of Contemporary First Nations Research and
Some Options for First Nations Communities,” Journal of
Aboriginal Health, no. January (2005): 80–95.
37 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 3.
38 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 4.
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The Inconvenient Truth of
Kinesiology

97

and fragmentation, there is a fundamental lack of
comprehensiveness within the field.40
Students move through the kinesiology program, often
unclear and confused as to how each subdiscipline
connects with another. In third and fourth year of the
undergraduate degree, students begin selecting which
stream they want to specialize in, by choosing courses
from the different subdisciplines. During this time in
the degree, many students still do not understand what
kinesiology is.41

Kinesiology is the study of the human body in
relation to movement and has recently become a
highly popularized undergraduate program in
both Canada and the United States of America.
The field emerged from a collection of
Western biophysical sciences (anatomy,
physiology, biology, chemistry, physics,
mathematics) to understand the active human
body,39 and has since branched off into three
“streams”
or
subdisciplines:
biological,
psychological, and sociological. Each stream has
distinct approaches to exploring the various
representations, meanings, and experiences of
the human body.
Within each subdiscipline of kinesiology,
there are further areas of specialization. For
example, the sociological subdiscipline branches
off into: Sociology of Sport (SS), Sport for
Development and Peace (SDP), and, finally,
Physical Cultural Studies (PCS), an area in which
both Woodworth and Fusco teach and research.
While the field of kinesiology is multidisciplinary, the isolated subdisciplines and subareas do not constitute an integrated field of
kinesiology. An interdisciplinary field requires
connections among the subdisciplines, not
simply a collection of cross-disciplinary areas that
live together. Due to intensified specialization

David L. Andrews, “Kinesiology's Inconvenient Truth
and the Physical Cultural Studies Imperative,” Quest 60,
no. 1 (2008): 46–63.
40 David L Andrews and Michael D Giardina, “Sport
without Guarantees: Toward a Cultural Studies That
Matters,” Cultural Studies: Critical Methodologies 8, no. 4
(2008): 395–422.
41 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”
42 Andrews, “Kinesiology's Inconvenient Truth and the
Physical Cultural Studies Imperative.”
39

Despite purporting to encompass biological,
psychological, and sociological understandings
of the active human body, there is, undoubtedly,
a scientific hegemony within the field that pushes
kinesiology research further away from
interdisciplinary and closer to a unidirectional
and epistemological scientific approach.42
Many kinesiology programs across the USA,
and in Canada specifically, privilege the
biophysical sciences, without offering any PCS
courses.43 While Canadian universities are
encouraged to maintain multi-disciplinary
faculties for accreditation purposes, quantitative
and biophysical sciences still dominate.44 For
example, the Canadian Council of University
Physical
Education
and
Kinesiology
Administrators (CCUPEKA) accreditation
requires six courses in biophysical and behavioral
sciences, but only two in social sciences and/or
humanities.45 Indeed, across universities and
institutions, the “inconvenient truth” of
kinesiology is that there is an epistemological
Andrews.
Delia D Douglas and Joannie M Halas, “The Wages of
Whiteness: Confronting the Nature of Ivory Tower
Racism and the Implications for Physical Education,”
Sport, Education and Society 18, no. 4 (2013): 453–74.
45 Canadian Council of University Physical Education
and Kinesiology Administrators, “CCUPEKA
Accreditation,” 2020,
http://www.ccupeka.org/accreditation/.
43
44
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hierarchy rooted in—and shaped by—neoliberal,
capital-colonial power systems.
This hierarchy continues to reproduce
scientific and Western hegemonies,46 which
include a lack of acknowledgement of how the
land, water and nature shape our ways of being
in the world.

Whiteness in Physical Cultural
Studies (PCS)

98

communities or populations examined.49
Material conditions of existence are the physical
and sociocultural environments in which people
live, so, when separating the person or group
from their environment, it is impossible to
understand their lived experiences and realities.50
l quickly learned that dominant, Western
methodologies and theories constrain the field.
Histories and geographies are often taken-forgranted, and Indigenous methodologies and
knowledges are too frequently ignored or dismissed.
As a field rooted in Western, colonized methodologies
and theories, it is clear why PCS researchers have
tended to separate the human condition from the lived
realities of the peoples and groups they are studying.51

Physical Cultural Studies (PCS) is a synthesis of
empirical, theoretical, and methodological
influences on the critical analysis of active bodies,
particularly how they become organized,
represented, and experienced in relation to
structures of power,47 as well as how they can be
complicit in reproducing colonial knowledge.
While PCS incorporates knowledge from a
wide range of sources (i.e. gender studies, race
and ethnic studies, queer studies), the
subdiscipline does not necessarily facilitate an
interdisciplinary understanding. PCS scholars
have been criticized for poor knowledge
translation, lack of widely accessible theory, and
too few connections or dialogues with other
disciplines for joint research efforts.48 There is
also a tendency within the subdiscipline to
disconnect the material conditions of existence
from the lived experiences of the cultural groups,

Fortunately, there is a long legacy of critical race
scholars52 and postcolonial feminist researchers53
in PCS who have demonstrated how discourses
of Whiteness and neoliberalism are reinforced in
everyday sport practices and recreation
spaces54—evoking what Fusco has labeled
“cultural landscapes of purification.”55 In these
practices and landscapes, Whiteness is pervasive.
Whiteness can be defined as the operation of
White power and privilege through the denial
and lack of comprehension of a reality that exists
outside of the dominant White perspective. 56
Whiteness is an ideology, discourse, system, and
structure that governs the field of kinesiology

Andrews, “Kinesiology's Inconvenient Truth and the
Physical Cultural Studies Imperative.”
47 Andrews.
48 Andrews.
49 Andrews and Giardina, “Sport without Guarantees:
Toward a Cultural Studies That Matters.”
50 Andrews and Giardina.
51 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 55.
52 (e.g., Ben Carrington, Carl James, Harry Edwards,
Janelle Joseph)
53 (e.g., Mary MacDonald, Delia Douglas)
54 Samantha King, “Homonormativity and the Politics of
Race: Reading Sheryl Swoopes,” Journal of Lesbian Studies

13, no. 3 (2009): 272–90; Delia D Douglas, “Venus,
Serena, and the Inconspicuous Consumption of
Blackness: A Commentary on Surveillance, Race Talk,
and New Racism (S),” Journal of Black Studies 43, no. 2
(2012): 127–45; Ellen J Staurowsky, “Privilege at Play:
On the Legal and Social Fictions That Sustain American
Indian Sport Imagery,” Journal of Sport and Social Issues 28,
no. 1 (2004): 11–29.
55 Caroline Fusco, “Cultural Landscapes of Purification:
Sports Spaces and Discourses of Whiteness,” Sociology of
Sport Journal 22, no. 3 (2005): 282–309.
56 Douglas and Halas, “The Wages of Whiteness:
Confronting the Nature of Ivory Tower Racism and the
Implications for Physical Education.”

46
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and physical education.57 The predominance of
White people and (Eurocentric, Western
scientific) cultures of Whiteness have shaped,
and continue to shape, the field’s research,
pedagogies,
practices,
and
knowledge
production, the recruitment and retention of
racialized minority and Indigenous students,58
and the very architecture of kinesiology faculties.

This hierarchy continues to
reproduce scientific and
Western hegemonies, which
include a lack of
acknowledgement of how the
land, water and nature shape
our ways of being in the world.
For example, Fusco59 showed how
discourses of Whiteness and neoliberal
discourses affect subjects who administer, use,
and maintain everyday sport and recreation
spaces, which (re)produce racial (spatial)
superiority and cultural hegemony. This kind of
work demonstrates how spaces of health and
fitness (spaces that kinesiology faculties are often
housed within) inscribe discourses of
responsibility and self-governance to maintain
(Western) neo-liberal imperatives of health.
Douglas and Halas.
Douglas and Halas.
59 Fusco, “Cultural Landscapes of Purification: Sports
Spaces and Discourses of Whiteness.”
60 Fusco, “Cultural Landscapes of Purification: Sports
Spaces and Discourses of Whiteness.”
61 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 58.
62 Geneviève Rail, “The Birth of the Obesity Clinic:
Confessions of the Flesh, Biopedagogies and Physical
Culture,” Sociology of Sport Journal 29, no. 2 (2012): 227–53;
Oli Williams and Kass Gibson, “Exercise as a Poisoned
Elixir: Inactivity, Inequality and Intervention,” Qualitative
Research in Sport, Exercise and Health 10, no. 4 (2018): 412–
28; Lisette Burrows, “Close to Home: What Kind of
Family Should We Become?,” in Families, Young People,
Physical Activity and Health (Routledge, 2016), 57–68;
57
58
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These kinds of spaces produce “cultures of
healthism” and “imperatives of hygenism” based
on Western notions of purity.60
I recognize how I am privileged in this system of
Whiteness, however, I wanted to actively work to
dismantle discourses of Whiteness, racism, and
colonialism in my faculty, discipline, and in my own
research. Importantly, I had to consider how the
discourses of Whiteness, exercise as medicine, and its
production of healthism worked to purify bodies,
spaces, and social relations, as this is a classic
example of settler colonial ideologies and narratives of
(health) assimilation.61
We wanted to consider these particular
discourses because “exercise as medicine” and
neoliberal tenets of self-responsibility and selfgovernance for health have been deemed
problematic because they imagine a particular
subject who has the means to take care of
themselves and their family.62 These discourses
rarely account for those who are less privileged
and who are racially, economically, physically,
and marginalized.63 They have therefore been
critiqued as neocolonial.64
Although working to expose and dismantle
the system, as White women researchers in a
Western academic institution, we have actively
David Nicholls et al., “Keep Fit: Marginal Ideas in
Contemporary Therapeutic Exercise,” Qualitative Research
in Sport, Exercise and Health 10, no. 4 (2018): 400–411.
63 Caroline Fusco, “Governing Play: Moral Geographies,
Healthification, and Neoliberal Urban Imaginaries,” Sport
and Neoliberalism: Politics, Consumption and Culture, 2012,
143–59; Moss E Norman et al., “Examining the Morethan-Built Environments of a Northern Manitoban
Community: Re-Conceptualizing Rural Indigenous
Mobilities,” Journal of Rural Studies 42 (2015): 166–78.
64 Renee K L Wikaire and Joshua I Newman,
“Neoliberalism as Neocolonialism?: Considerations on
the Marketisation of Waka Ama in Aotearoa/New
Zealand,” in Native Games: Indigenous Peoples and Sports in
the Post-Colonial World (Emerald Group Publishing
Limited, 2014).
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benefitted and experienced privilege from the
same system that oppresses, marginalizes, and
excludes racialized and Indigenous peoples. And,
so, we have responsibility to actively dismantle
settler colonial perspectives and discourses of
Whiteness and purification in the field of
kinesiology, as well as in our research. As
mentioned above, there are scholars who have,
and, are doing, important decolonizing work in
the field, however, many students are not
exposed to these works in required or elective
academic
courses
throughout
their
undergraduate and graduate degrees.

are slowly addressing their settler colonial
legacies,67 there are only a few undergraduate and
graduate courses offered that cover critical race
studies and Indigenous Knowledges, and few to
no Indigenous faculty members in faculties of
kinesiology in Canada.68 Current and future
faculty members of all subdisciplines in
kinesiology must learn how to integrate
Indigenous Knowledges and methodologies into
their course curricula, so as to engage in a
deconstruction of Whiteness and settlercolonialism in the field, and actively promote the
hiring of Indigenous faculty.

Throughout my undergraduate and graduate studies,
my education was limited mostly by dominant White
men in the field. The theories and methods I was
taught, and the articles and books I read, were from
the perspectives of a White settler man. To find a base
in the field for my research, I had to conduct
significant reviews of literature in kinesiology and
PCS outside of my classroom experiences.65

Given my interest in water, I hoped also that my
research could also help bridge the gaps between the
subdisciplines of kinesiology to understand water in a
holistic way, and, thus, contribute to the
comprehension and integration of the field.69

This is not surprising given that there is a
profound lack of racial diversity and a strong
prevalence of Whiteness within Canadian
faculties of kinesiology. Additionally, there is
often a complete underrepresentation of Black,
Indigenous, and other racialized faculty members
and of curriculum content related to race,
diversity, and Whiteness.66
Overall, the (re)production of Whiteness in
kinesiology is reflected in its programs, hiring,
and research. While some Canadian institutions
Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 58.
66 Douglas and Halas, “The Wages of Whiteness:
Confronting the Nature of Ivory Tower Racism and the
Implications for Physical Education.”
67 University of Toronto, “KPE Task Force on Race and
Indigeneity,” 2018,
https://www.kpe.utoronto.ca/about/special-projectsinitiatives/kpe-task-force-race-and-indigeneity.
68 Douglas and Halas.
69 Woodworth, 66.
65

Beyond the field of kinesiology, Whiteness is
generally embedded in, and shapes experiences
of, physical cultural spaces in Canada.70 In this
paper, we define physical cultural spaces as the
spaces in which active bodies are organized,
represented, and assigned meaning by systems
and structures of power.
While there are physical cultural spaces that
actively deconstruct and disrupt Whiteness in
Canada and celebrate indigeneity and Indigenous
sovereignty (i.e. Mother Earth Water Walks,
Indigenous Pow Wows and Potlaches) and work
to create new understandings of physical
culture,71 the dominant physical cultural spaces in
Simon Darnell, Janelle Joseph, and Yuka Nakamura,
Race and Sport in Canada: Intersecting Inequalities (Canadian
Scholars’ Press, 2012); Douglas and Halas, “The Wages
of Whiteness: Confronting the Nature of Ivory Tower
Racism and the Implications for Physical Education.”
71 Victoria Paraschak and Kristi Thompson, “Finding
Strength (s): Insights on Aboriginal Physical Cultural
Practices in Canada,” Sport in Society 17, no. 8 (2014):
1046–60; Lucen Liu, “Paddling Through Bluespaces:
Understanding Waka Ama as a Post-Sport Through
70
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Canada mostly privilege White bodies and spaces
and erase Indigenous values of the land and
water.
Thus, it is critical that everyone working in
physical cultural spaces (i.e., researchers,
educators, coaches and trainers, managers,
business owners, staff, athletes, participants and
volunteers) understands the ways these spaces
are shaped by Whiteness and neglect the
importance of water.

The (Dis)Connection Between
our Water(bodies)
Coming to the realization about the lack of
Indigenous faculty and knowledges in
kinesiology, Woodworth became passionate
about researching the relationship between water
and physical cultural spaces.
As an undergraduate and graduate student in
kinesiology, I observed how water is continually taken
for-granted in the field’s teaching, research, and
practices. Considering kinesiology is a multidisciplinary (biological, psychological, sociological)
field analyzing the human body in relation to
movement, water should be a central and focal point
of study.72
As the human body is mostly comprised of
water,73 access to (reliable, safe, clean) water
fundamentally shapes human lives and
movement. Furthermore, Woodworth was
Indigenous Māori Perspectives,” Journal of Sport and Social
Issues, 2020, 0193723520928596.
72 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where’s the Water in Kinesiology?”, 1.
73 Ronald J Maughan et al., “Water Balance and Salt
Losses in Competitive Football,” International Journal of
Sport Nutrition and Exercise Metabolism 17, no. 6 (2007):
583–94.
74 Julia Baird et al., “Perceptions of Water Quality in First
Nations Communities: Exploring the Role of Context,”
Nature and Culture 10, no. 2 (2015): 225–49,
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learning how identities, geographies, histories,
societies, cultures, economics, and politics have
been, and continue to be, built and constructed
around water. Knowledge and perceptions of
water and water-related issues, as well as access
to reliable, safe, and clean water resources, will
(in)directly shape values and interactions with
water.74 Considering this deep relationship
between people and water, the question about
how kinesiology, as a field, neglects the
relationship
between
water
and
the
study/practice of human movement is a
pertinent one because it extends beyond the
field’s current knowledge framework and has
implications for physical cultural spaces in
Canada.

The dominant physical
cultural spaces in Canada
mostly privilege White bodies
and spaces and erase
Indigenous values of the land
and water.
To illustrate, a study examined how the
Hamilton Harbor in Ontario, Canada
transformed following European settlement
between 1858 and 1914.75 The ways in which
discourses of environmental conservation
evolved over the decades showed how
environmental changes and fishing practices
threatened water quality, species of fish,
ecosystems, and habitats in, and around, Niigaanihttps://doi.org/10.3167/nc.2015.100205; Lindsay P.
Galway, “Boiling over: A Descriptive Analysis of
Drinking Water Advisories in First Nations Communities
in Ontario, Canada,” International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health 13, no. 5 (2016): 1–15,
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph13050505.
75 Nancy B Bouchier and Ken Cruikshank, “Sportsmen
and Pothunters”: Environment, Conservation, and Class
in the Fishery of Hamilton Harbour, 1858–1914,” Sport
History Review 28, no. 1 (1997): 1–18.
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Gichigami.76 Cruikshank and Bouchier77 also
investigated the shift from public swimming
beaches to outdoor pools as a response to the
dangers of water pollution in the Hamilton
Harbor area. Physical and moral pollutions
spread throughout the city, creating dirty spaces,
unfit for swimming or other water-based
recreational activities.78 These dirty spaces
resulted in the closure of Hamilton’s public
beaches, as the beaches were not immune to the
spread of the physical and moral pollutions.79
Other than a small pool of literature, only
few published studies in kinesiology examine
how water shapes human lives. Though there are
countless studies outside the field of kinesiology
that focus on the importance of water to sociocultural and physical health,80 the lack of
attention to water in physical cultural spaces in
Canada is shocking, given that we, as humans, are
dependent on water to live, and that these spaces
and facilities depend and are reliant on water
(e.g., swimming, showering, drinking water for
sports, physical activity and recreation, washing
sports equipment).
We believe that it is incumbent on everyone
working in physical cultural spaces to understand
the various properties and dimensions of water
to teach about and research the active human
body. Water and access to (reliable, safe, clean)

water fundamentally shapes how we move,
where we move, and why we move.

(Lake Ontario); Bouchier and Cruikshank.
Ken Cruikshank and Nancy B Bouchier, “Dirty Spaces:
Environment, the State, and Recreational Swimming in
Hamilton Harbour, 1870–1946,” Sport History Review 29,
no. 1 (1998): 59–76.
78 Cruikshank and Bouchier.
79 Cruikshank and Bouchier, “Dirty Spaces:
Environment, the State, and Recreational Swimming in
Hamilton Harbour, 1870–1946.”
80 Kim Anderson, “Aboriginal Women, Water and
Health: Reflections from Eleven First Nations, Inuit, and
Métis Grandmothers,” 2013, 1–32; Robert J Patrick,
“Uneven Access to Safe Drinking Water for First
Nations in Canada: Connecting Health and Place through
Source Water Protection,” Health & Place 17, no. 1
(2011): 386–89; Atanu Sarkar, Maura Hanrahan, and

Amy Hudson, “Water Insecurity in Canadian Indigenous
Communities: Some Inconvenient Truths,” Rural and
Remote Health 15, no. 3354 (2015): 1–14.
81 Patrick, “Uneven Access to Safe Drinking Water for
First Nations in Canada: Connecting Health and Place
through Source Water Protection.”
82 Sarkar, Hanrahan, and Hudson, “Water Insecurity in
Canadian Indigenous Communities: Some Inconvenient
Truths.”
83 Hanrahan, Sarkar, and Hudson, “Water Insecurity in
Indigenous Canada: A Community-Based InterDisciplinary Approach.”
84 Galway, “Boiling over: A Descriptive Analysis of
Drinking Water Advisories in First Nations Communities
in Ontario, Canada.”
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Water and Physical Cultural
Spaces in Canada
Through a decolonizing autoethnography,
Woodworth began to realize that the lack of
attention to water in kinesiology reflected how
water is taken-for-granted in Western societies,
particularly physical cultural spaces in urban
Canada.
While reliable, safe, and clean water is
commonplace for most people living in Canada,
First Nations communities continue to face
ongoing Drinking Water Advisories (DWAs) and
water insecurities.81 Water insecurities can lead to
a range of health, environmental, socioeconomic, cultural, spiritual, and political
issues,82 and are a result of past and current settler
colonial power systems that govern, regulate, and
discriminate against Indigenous peoples.83 Water
insecurities in First Nations communities are a
major public health concern,84 as well as a
complete paradox given how water has spiritual
and cultural significance for many First Nations
peoples. As the late Grandmother Josephine
Mandamin (Anishinabe, Wikwemikong Unceded

Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
7(1) 91-110
©Author(s) 2021

First Nations) said, “the water is sick,” and, when
“the water is sick,” the people become sick too.85
These ideas appear to have never been taken
up in Canadian water governance despite the
importance of water to health and the
implications of living in conditions where water
causes such ill-health.
Water is life. Water is connected to everything we do
in everyday life, and without access to safe, clean
water, entire livelihoods are negatively impacted and
altered. Education, relationships, economies, cultures,
knowledges, spiritualties, identities, communities,
food, health, and spirit are entangled with the quality
and quantity of water.86
The lack of safe, clean water in First Nations
communities is entangled with the common
(mis)understandings of water as commodity and
property. Improving water (e)quality in First
Nations communities requires Indigenous selfdetermination for water governance. However,
the federal government and private corporations
work together to ensure that First Nations
communities do not have self-governance of the
land and waters.87
The detrimental water (e)quality conditions
in First Nations communities continue to
demonstrate systemic barriers for First Nations
peoples and inherent rights to govern water,
which extend far beyond water (e)quality issues,
and are rooted in capital, colonial, neoliberal
power structures and systems.
K. Kraus, “Toronto Welcomes 2015 Sacred Water
Walk,” Rabble, 2015,
https://rabble.ca/blogs/bloggers/krystallinekraus/2015/07/toronto-welcomes-2015-sacred-waterwalk.
86 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 72.
87 Cole Harris, “How Did Colonialism Disposses?
Comments from the Edge of an Empire,” Annals of the
Association of American Geographers 94, no. 1 (2004): 165–
82.
85
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Purification and Settler
Colonialism
Previous theorizations of Whiteness and
purification in physical cultural spaces consider
how discourses and practices in physical cultural
spaces seek to purify and cleanse bodies, spaces,
and social relations—all in ways that continue to
reproduce ongoing settler colonial perspectives.88
The symbolic and material idea of water and
its relationship to purification practices are
historically embedded in colonial power systems
and institutions. Upon arrival, settlers believed
they were superior to First Nations peoples
because of their “civilized” and “rational” ways
of governing the land and water and peoples.89
Settler colonial self-interest of controlling
territory (including Indigenous peoples) is
embedded in White supremacy, patriarchy, and
capitalism.90 Settlers have worked to
(un)imaginatively dispossess Indigenous peoples
through
discourses
and
practices
of
“purification,” “civilization,” and “assimilation”
for hundreds of years.91 The state actively
imagined settlers as “productive,” “pure,”
“clean,” “civilized,” and “rational,” while
Indigenous peoples were actively (un)imagined
as “unproductive,” “dirty,” “irrational,”
“uncivil,” “savage,” “illegitimate,” and “nonhuman”.92 Water was used symbolically and
materially to “scrub” the “savage” clean and
place them in residential schools or in remote
Fusco, “Cultural Landscapes of Purification: Sports
Spaces and Discourses of Whiteness.”
89 Harris, “How Did Colonialism Disposses? Comments
from the Edge of an Empire.”
90 Susan M Hill, The Clay We Are Made of: Haudenosaunee
Land Tenure on the Grand River, vol. 20 (Winnipeg, MB:
University of Manitoba Press, 2017).
91 Nancy Hudson-Rodd, “Nineteenth Century Canada:
Indigenous Place of Dis-Ease,” Health & Place 4, no. 1
(1998): 55–66.
92 Harris, “How Did Colonialism Disposses? Comments
from the Edge of an Empire.”
88
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communities (i.e. reservations) to destroy their
culture and make room for the colonial system.93

104

While Woodworth lived in Dryden for
eighteen years, she did not learn about the

Settlers, like many of the researchers she encountered, view
water as property, commodity, object, and machine, something
to be overcome and controlled, whereas Anishinabe people view
nibi as teacher, healer, responsibility, sacred, gift, family,
identity, community, and home.
Through the active colonial imagination of
the settler identity in Canada and (un)imagining
of indigeneity, the imperial state was established
to dominate territories, land, water, and
resources and dispossess Indigenous peoples.
Settlers relied on physical power (violence) and
the supporting infrastructure of the state (e.g.,
dams, mills, factories), often built on waterways,
to dispossess Indigenous peoples from their
lands.94
For example, Woodworth’s birthplace of
Dryden, a small settler town in northwestern
Ontario, Canada, is reliant on the dispossession
of Indigenous peoples for the operation and
maintenance of their forestry, agriculture, and
most notoriously, milling industry. The Dryden
Reed (now, Domtar) paper mill was constructed
alongside Wabigoon Lake and Wabigoon River
in 1911. As operations were expanding, a lot of
chemical waste was produced by the mill, and
throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the mill
dumped the resulting mercury waste into the
English-Wabigoon river system.95 The waste site
still leaks mercury today, and mercury poisoning
continues to severely impact health and
wellbeing of the peoples and waters.96

deathly effects of mercury poisoning in Grassy
Narrows First Nation until an event on campus
during the first year of her master’s degree
entitled, “Water is Life: Justice for Grassy
Narrows.”

Hudson-Rodd, “Nineteenth Century Canada:
Indigenous Place of Dis-Ease.”
94 Harris, “How Did Colonialism Disposses? Comments
from the Edge of an Empire.”
95 D. Bruser and J. Poisson, “Ontario Knew about
Grassy Narrows Mercury Site for Decades, but Kept It
Secret,” Toronto Star, 2017.

96
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Then, in one pertinent moment, they said this was all
due to the Dryden Reed Paper Mill dumping mercury
in the river in the 1960s. There I was in the audience,
frozen in my chair, stunned, like I could not breathe.
“Did they just say Dryden?” I thought to myself.97
Following this event, Woodworth examined
news and media articles, interviews, images, and
documentary films to better understand the
history of mercury poisoning in Grassy Narrows.
(Un)learning the history of her hometown
community demonstrated how settler and
Indigenous epistemologies and ontologies are
profoundly different and was profoundly integral
to her decolonizing autoethnographic journey.
These meanings assigned to land and water are
oppositional and contradictory, and Indigenous
Knowledges of water were completely absent
from the kinesiology curricula. Settlers, like many
of the researchers she encountered, view water as
D. Brusser and J. Poisson, “Signs of Mercury
Poisoning in Grassy Narrows Youth, Say Japanese
Experts,” Toronto Star, 2016,
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2016/09/20/si
gns-of-mercury-poisoning-in-grassy-narrows-youth-sayjapanese-experts.html.
97 Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 37.
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property, commodity, object, and machine,
something to be overcome and controlled,
whereas Anishinabe people view nibi as teacher,
healer, responsibility, sacred, gift, family, identity,
community, and home.98 Every person is
inherently connected to the land and water that
sustains them, but the ontological and
epistemological teachings of settler colonialism
and health education have made this relationship
invisible and exploitative.
The community of Grassy Narrows First
Nation is fundamentally connected to the life of
the river. Water, in the form of a river, embodies
connectivity and continuity, and provides a place
in the universe for future generations.99 A river is
a source of the knowledge that people require to
survive, which has a physical basis (our bodies
need water), as well as spiritual (defining the role
of humans in the world), emotional (providing
strength and vision), and intellectual (developing
the minds of the knowledge holders) aspects.100
Deborah McGregor (Anishinabe, Whitefish
River First Nation)101 describes, “The river
provides a holistic metaphor between people and
the rest of Creation.” The flow of water teaches
us how to live, move, and be with each other.102
However, in the1950s, settlers transformed
the English-Wabigoon river system with dams,
changing the landscape from a natural river
system equally flowing between and among
communities to a man-made channel diverting
water from the powerless to the powerful. While
the dams physically diverted water, they also
symbolically diverted attention away from
Grassy Narrows First Nation (and the other First
Nations communities) and towards Dryden (and
other settler communities). The hydro damming

flooded and destroyed sacred sites and wild rice
beds, which were historically significant cultural
places for Grassy Narrows.103 These practices
that controlled the power of water represent
(White) man-made governance and settler
colonial ideologies to conquer and dominate.
Despite the transformation of the river
system, the people of Grassy Narrows First
Nation remain deeply connected to the river and
they have never stopped fighting for justice.
They continue to resist dispossession and
dehumanization from the dominant settler
society. Important to discuss, there are other
First Nations communities deeply affected by the
mercury poisoning in the English-Wabigoon
river system that remain invisible to the state,
media, and public. Their struggles are equally as
important, yet they are largely ignored and
dismissed within the nation state, and the health
inequities and struggles are not reported in
Canadian media and public health research.
Apart from a few media articles and mentions in
Grassy Narrows-focused articles, the other
communities downstream from Dryden, such as
Whitedog First Nation, do not receive attention
from the media and by the public. John Paishk
(Chief of Whitedog First Nation) said, “It’s very
sad. Our country doesn’t realize or recognize that
there is a problem here.”104
Once settlers established an imaginative
(imperial state) and physical (state infrastructure)
threat and domination, colonial culture and
settler discourses have systematically taken hold
and been reproduced throughout Canada,
though in different ways, contexts, dynamics,
and formations. To continually colonize and
access the land, water, and peoples, the state

Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom,
Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants.
99 Deborah McGregor, “Coming Full Circle: Indigenous
Knowledge, Environment, and Our Future,” American
Indian Quarterly 28, no. 3/4 (2004): 385–410.
100 McGregor. “Coming Full Circle: Indigenous
Knowledge, Environment, and Our Future.”
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McGregor, 85.
Giselle Lavalley, Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge and
Source Water Protection: First Nations' Views on Taking Care of
Water (Toronto, ON: Chiefs of Ontario, 2006).
103 Free Grassy, “Free Grassy,” 2017.
104 Brusser and Poisson, “Signs of Mercury Poisoning in
Grassy Narrows Youth, Say Japanese Experts.”
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relied, and still relies, on discourses and myths of
have marginalized Black and Indigenous peoples,
“purity” and “emptiness.” Such discourses of
and other racialized communities.
“purity” have worked to reinforce Eurocentric
However, much of what is valued in
settler-colonial knowledge, science, and
kinesiology and everyday Canadian physical
education systems, while at the same time
cultural spaces continue to lack a fundamental
actually destroying Indigenous
comprehension and integration
For
Anishinabe
Knowledges through pollution
of Indigenous Knowledges or a
and ecological degradation.105
decolonial praxis. To build a
Elders, nibi is both
To unsettle discourses of
more comprehensive and
the
basis
of
life
and
purification and Whiteness in
integrative
approach
to
is alive.
kinesiology
and
physical
understanding the human body,
cultural spaces, and to address
researchers and educators must
ongoing water (e)quality issues that adversely
abandon, de-centralize and disrupt the
impact Indigenous peoples (as well as Black
Eurocentric canon that dominates health
106
other and marginalized communities), research
education in Canada. Therefore, by moving
must aim to build and support a decolonial water
beyond kinesiology and sharing knowledge and
education. This can only be achieved if everyone
perspectives from outside the field, this
in physical cultural spaces (researchers,
decolonizing
autoethnographic
research
educators, coaches and trainers, managers,
provides suggestions for decolonial water education.
business owners, staff, athletes, participants and
Decolonial water education connects,
volunteers) disrupt and dismantle settler colonial
respects, and honors different knowledge
structures and systems that shape knowledge
systems to understand water in a holistic way.
production in these spaces.
Decolonial water education is physical,
emotional, intellectual, and spiritual, and will
I acknowledge and respect my colleagues who have
require integrating Indigenous Knowledges into
built and laid the groundwork for my research in the
kinesiology to open up to connections between
various subdisciplines. At the same time, I hope to
mind, body, spirit, and water. Decolonial water
expand and disrupt and decolonize the conventional
education values Indigenous ceremonial
ways kinesiology researchers have understood bodies,
practices in their many and diverse material,
environments, and, most importantly, waters.107
psychological, epistemological, and spiritual
forms. As Indigenous Knowledges are diverse
and distinct, due to the embedded knowledge in
Decolonial Water Education
the land unique to local contexts and
geographies,108 decolonial water education
As mentioned previously, there are scholars in
includes
different
pedagogies,
shapes,
the field of kinesiology who are actively working
configurations,
formations,
processes,
and
to decolonize and deconstruct racialized Western
implications depending on context (places and
scientific paradigms and social injustices that
peoples).
Harris, “How Did Colonialism Disposses? Comments
from the Edge of an Empire.”
106 Laura Pulido, “Flint, Environmental Racism, and
Racial Capitalism” (Taylor & Francis, 2016).
105

Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where's the Water in Kinesiology?”, 53.
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Accordingly, the desired outcomes of
decolonial water education will be diverse in
order to unsettle Whiteness and settler colonial
relations of power that threaten Indigenous ways
of knowing, doing, and being.109 This requires
learning from Indigenous Elders and Knowledge
Holders, in their traditional Indigenous
languages. Indigenous languages are both a gift
and responsibility, which must be cared for and
spoken with responsibly. For example,
Anishinabemowin teaches through every word
that the world is alive and that the language is
alive itself.110 When talking about a river, the
language expresses the life of the water and her
interconnections with the rest of Mother
Earth.111
For Anishinabe Elders, nibi is both the basis
of life and is alive.112 Nibi is viewed as spirit, or
carries spirit, and is capable of establishing
relationships with other life forms.113 As nibi is
alive, nibi must be respected as a living being. Nibi
is understood to have feelings, carrying
memories and emotions, and if nibi is not treated
with care and respect, nibi can become sad
and/or angry, and can experience historical
traumas just as people can.114 Every waterbody is
believed to have unique personalities and
responsibilities, which require different forms of
respect and acknowledgment.115 Furthermore,
nibi is a gift and a sacred medicine with immense
cleansing and purifying powers, and is not meant
to be bought or sold.116 Nibi must be clean and
respected, free from physical and moral
pollutions. For decolonial water education on

Anishinabe territory, it is essential for the courses
and curriculum to be grounded in Anishinabe
teachings of nibi. Anishinabekwe Elders and
Knowledge Holders must be the primary
educators to share teachings of nibi and how to
live harmoniously in relationship with nibi.
The premise of decolonial water education is
to revitalize cultural knowledge and histories that
were
destroyed
through
settler
colonialism/colonization and provide pathways
for decolonial futurities that are rooted in
traditional Indigenous values and connections to
the land and waters.117 Decolonial futurities
describe the reparation of self and reconciliation
of community through (re)imagining and
dismantling the colonial state for Indigenous and
Black liberation. Decolonial futurities are deeply
and intimately rooted in decolonial love, a
framework for sociopolitical transformation that
is central to the imagining and reparation of
settler-colonial Canada.118 For decolonial water
education, a politic of decolonial love must be
embraced and embodied, and the central force
for reparation.
Importantly, decolonial water education is
continuous, like a circle, without a beginning,
middle, or end, and requires time, patience, and
continuous effort. While mainstream academic
institutions have historically erased Indigenous
values and connections to the land and waters,
there is some recent evidence that this can

Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous
Peoples.
110 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom,
Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants.
111 Kimmerer.
112 McGregor, “Indigenous Women, Water Justice and
Zaagidowin (Love).”
113 Anderson, “Aboriginal Women, Water and Health:
Reflections from Eleven First Nations, Inuit, and Métis
Grandmothers.”
114 Anderson.
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change.119 It is clear that there is endless work to
be done to continue to enhance our
understanding of water and to build relationships
with nibi. The body, mind, spirit, and culture are
always connected, and curricula must be rebalanced to teach water (and connections to land
and nature) through a holistic and decolonial
praxis.

Continuing to Place the Water in
Physical Cultural Spaces
To engage in a decolonizing autoethnography
means over-coming many hurdles, barriers,
boundaries, structures, and ideologies in the field
of kinesiology and in the larger academic
institution, while critically and openly reflecting
on one’s life as White women and Western
researchers living on Anishinabek and
Haudenosaunee territory.
Our own research has prioritized truth, love,
gratitude, and hope, while challenging, critiquing,
and disrupting colonial systems, knowledges and
practices. By learning from Anishinabe Water
Walkers, Elders, and Knowledge Holders, one
learns how the Mother Earth Water Walks build
relationships between people and nibi, while
evolving one’s own relationships with Mother
Earth. As Kimmerer120 writes: “It was an
architecture of relationships, of connections that
I yearned to understand. I wanted to see the
shimmering threads that hold it all together.”
In this paper, experiences, reflections,
critiques, and actions for decolonizing education
are shared, while acknowledging White settler
women’s responsibilities. In a decolonizing
autoethnography such as this, the aim is to
change the way knowledge is represented,
controlled, owned, shared, accessed, and
Cappucine Ferguson et al., “U of T Hires Two
Indigenous Academic Advisors in Response to TRC:
Breaking down the University's Path toward
Reconciliation,” The Varsity, 2019,
119
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protected in kinesiology faculties across Canada.
Woodworth’s aim was to help build, support, and
enhance decolonial water education in the field
of kinesiology and physical cultural spaces more
broadly by highlighting the virtual absence of
water in such spaces.

By establishing a relationship
between people’s
waterbodies—both the external
waterbodies that gift us life and
our internal physical human
waterbodies—we acknowledge
that there is a profound need to
study, teach, and learn about
water (and land) in kinesiology
from Indigenous educators.
By establishing a relationship between
people’s waterbodies—both the external
waterbodies that gift us life and our internal
physical human waterbodies—we acknowledge
that there is a profound need to study, teach, and
learn about water (and land) in kinesiology from
Indigenous educators. While many scholars,
inside and outside the field of kinesiology, laid
the foundations for this research, this journey
was undertaken to extend methodologies,
pedagogies, practices, and pathways for
decolonizing in the field. Importantly,
decolonizing is a never-ending and unsettling
personal journey dependent on context (place,
people, scale, relationality), requiring significant
time and effort, through the building of
reciprocal relationships of respect and
responsibility with Indigenous peoples, for
https://thevarsity.ca/2019/10/06/u-of-t-hires-twoindigenous-academic-advisors-in-response-to-trc/.
120 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom,
Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants. 46.
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pathways to Indigenous sovereignty, selfdetermination, and futurities.
Established
through
Woodworth’s
decolonizing autoethnography, the goals of
decolonial water education in kinesiology are to:
(1) Support Indigenous sovereignty, selfdetermination, and futurities, in their many,
diverse
material,
psychological,
epistemological, and spiritual forms.
(2) Teach people the value of water, and
stewardship from the perspective of water.
(3) Connect, respect, and honor Indigenous
Knowledges to understand water in a holistic
way.
(4) Unsettle settler colonialism, deconstruct
and disrupt Whiteness and colonial ways of
thinking and acting, and oppose and resist
colonial relations of power that threaten
Indigenous ways of knowing, doing, and
being.
(5) Enhance attention to the connection of
water to health equity while advocating for
greater racial and ethnic diversity within
undergraduate and graduate programs,
course curricula, research, hiring, and
teaching practices in kinesiology faculties and
physical cultural spaces across Canada.121

Concluding Remarks
As Indigenous Knowledges are diverse and
distinct, decolonial water education will have
different pedagogies, shapes, configurations,
formations, processes, and implications
depending on the educational context (places
and peoples). This research does not intend to
make “one-size-fits-all” claims or statements
about decolonial water education, but, rather,
attempts to share pathways for decolonizing
education in physical cultural spaces. As the
Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where’s the Water in Kinesiology?”
121
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tensions and struggles observed in the field of
kinesiology are reflective of those in other
academic fields and disciplines, other fields
should consider applications of decolonial water
education.
Decolonial water education will always be
context-dependent; as such, these suggestions
are intended to act as guidelines for reflection
and introspection for researchers and to be aware
of how research can proceed in flows and ebbs
within settler-colonial institutions. Decolonizing
is a personal journey, through the learning of
one’s responsibilities to unsettle colonial
ideologies and power systems. Everyone who is
working in physical cultural spaces (researchers,
educators, coaches and trainers, managers,
business owners, staff, athletes, participants and
volunteers) needs to learn how water is
important to their pedagogies and practices, and
how they can better teach the value and
importance of water.
However, despite best efforts, decolonizing
education will never completely succeed if
academic institutions continue to be governed
and structured through, and by, Whiteness,
settler-colonialism, and neoliberal capitalism.
What is certain is that the Eurocentric academy
needs decolonizing; though, what that looks like
will be situated, contextual, diverse, and
dependent on the peoples and places. To unsettle
and disrupt Whiteness and settler-colonialism in
the academy, researchers and educators can work
to transform their pedagogies and practices by
learning with and from Indigenous Elders,
Knowledge Holders and teachers, and by making
their classrooms and research projects places and
spaces for decolonizing.
Decolonial water education can teach us that
our lives, as humans, are dependent on water,
because of the fundamental connection that
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binds the waters within our waterbodies and the
waterbodies that sustain us.122
There is much to do, and much to learn and unlearn.
It does not matter who you are, everyone has their own
roles, rights, and responsibilities for decolonization. It
is important to figure out where you are on your own
journey, and how you will use your voice and privileges
to move forwards for decolonizing, like a river, all day
long, without stopping or ever turning back.123

Anderson, “Aboriginal Women, Water and Health:
Reflections from Eleven First Nations, Inuit, and Métis
Grandmothers.”
122

Woodworth, “Decolonizing Autoethnography:
Where’s the Water in Kinesiology?”, ix.
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“Is It Too Late to
Decolonize?”
Tharonhianén:te Barnes
First Nations Resurgence and Educational
Reform
McGill University

Colonization,” and “colonialism.”

“

These are dreaded words that ring
throughout Turtle Island—a place that most
non-Indigenous people refer to as North
America. However, for the majority of people
presently living on Turtle Island, colonization is
considered a good thing—without it, they would
not be living here today. Indeed, the destructive
aftershocks of colonization are rarely addressed,
and the people affected have hardly been
considered. Like the forests, the Indigenous
population needed to be cut down in order for
the destiny of the colonizers to be manifested.
However, this paper is not meant to demonize
the current generation for the horrors of
generations past.
Instead, I raise the question: Is it too late to
decolonize?
The word “decolonization” indeed carries
moral weight, perhaps more so than the word
“colonization.” However, decolonization is
something that is easier said than done, and the
window of opportunity to do so may have
already been sealed. However, I believe there is a
way for First Nation peoples to survive and
thrive in this Post-Colonial World. It is through
modifying their education and thought.

Jeff Corntassel, “Re-envisioning Resurgence:
Indigenous Pathways to Decolonization and Sustainable
Self-Determination” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education &
Society 1, no. 1 (2012), 86-101.
1
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Jeff Corntassel asks the question: What does
it even mean to be Indigenous today?1 He states
that being Indigenous today involves “struggling
to reclaim and regenerate one’s relational, placebased existence by challenging the ongoing,
destructive forces of colonization.”2 If true, our
very existence—qua indigenous people—is an
open defiance to the present colonial system.
In light of the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission,
Corntassel
writes
that
reconciliation is simply not what should be
strived for. Reconciliation is, he states, too
“commonly invoked by colonial entities to divert
attention away from deep decolonizing
movements and push us towards a state agenda
of co-optation and assimilation.”3 Moreover,
Corntassel writes that to simply “forgive and
forget” is not the right way to go about
decolonization.4 That is, how does one forgive
genocide, and further, how does one forget it?
Though it is good that Reconciliation is
brought up in our current education system, we
should ask: Why stop there? Reconciliation
implies that whatever injustice was committed is
in the past—and is not happening today. Turning
to the 2016 protests at Standing Rock—where
several First Nations people stood against the
construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline—it
is undeniable that injustice continues.
Accordingly, Reconciliation is not what is needed
for First Nations people to prosper.
Corntassel offers another term: Resurgence.
This word refers to the “community-centered
actions premised on reconnecting with land,
culture and community.”5 Put another way, the
focus of First Nations education should be on its
own perspective and history. For example, how
the relationship between the First Nations

Corntassel, Re-envisioning Resurgence,” 88.
Corntassel, Re-envisioning Resurgence,” 91.
4 Corntassel, Re-envisioning Resurgence,” 91.
5 Corntassel, Re-envisioning Resurgence,” 92.
2
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individual and the land they walk upon is the way
it is.
The secondary school I attended—
Kahnawake Survival School—taught history
from a Mohawk perspective. Thus, a plethora of
events that occurred Pre-Contact were told.
Rather than start our history at Settler arrival, I
learned about how the Peacemaker and
Hiawatha worked to end
the war of Five Nations
Or is it
and unite the people
under the Great Law of
Peace. Instead of starting the story of First
Nations people at genocide and systematic
oppression—a state of decline—I learned first of
how my people managed to unite, and form the
Rotinonhsonni Confederacy. I later learned that
my non-Indigenous colleagues learned only of
genocide and residential schools, and not the
history I learned. From my peers, I learned that
many current educational systems present First
Nations people as broken.
Although it may be too late to fully
decolonize, a notion worth taking seriously—
another suggestion for survival—would be to
allow First Nations to have control over their
own education.
As mentioned in Barry M. Montour’s,
Education for the Seventh Generation: A First Nations
School Reform Model, the Indian Act required that
First Nations education be a federal
responsibility.6 This clearly was ineffective.
Montour provides census data from the
Department of Indian Affairs—presently known
as Indigenous and Northern Affairs, following
the election of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau—
which states that “the graduation rate ranged
from 29.0% to 35.5% . . . for the time period
from 1996 to 2003.”7 Evidently, there is a
Barry M. Montour, Education for the Seventh Generation: A
First Nations School Reform Model (PhD diss., McGill
University, 2010): 71.
7 Montour, Education for the Seventh Generation, 71.
6
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problem with the relationship between
Indigenous students and their educational
system.
A call for reform is justified.
Montour cites Michael Mendelson’s
proposition of the First Nations Education
Authority Act, which would remove federal
responsibility and allow Indigenous people to
control their education.8
Montour emphasizes the
too late?
importance
of
an
education act that is
designed by First Nations people—that is, “if it
is to succeed and meet the diverse needs of
Aboriginal communities.”9
Looking ahead should be the primary focus
of First Nations decolonizing. Seeds need to be
planted now for future Indigenous people to
reap. Montour states the pertinence of First
Nations youth having an education that “is both
comparable and transferable to the provinces.”10
That said, if we are to have control over our own
educational system, then it must also be
recognized as being legitimate by the
surrounding provinces.
The concept of “Seven Generations” is to
consider what impact our actions today will have
on those seven generations ahead.11 That is, what
sort of world do we want to leave behind? Given
that it takes years for policies and acts to be
ratified and put into action, it is important that
our “plants” grow in the right direction.
Or is it too late?
This question keeps arising in my mind—it
may be either a pessimistic thought, or a realistic
one, but—is it too late to decolonize? Are we so far
into this imperialized structure of society that we
cannot turn back? Centuries have past, and I
cannot say I am sure there is a single Indigenous
Montour, Education for the Seventh Generation, 62.
Montour, Education for the Seventh Generation, 72.
10 Montour, Education for the Seventh Generation, 86.
11 Montour, Education for the Seventh Generation, 86.
8
9
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person left on Turtle Island that has known life
program considers Indigenous ways of knowing.
without systematic oppression. Has the damage
It provides strategies for passing on knowledge.
been so great that we may never see a world
These guiding principles can be infused across all
where
First
Nations
subject areas. Similar to
We
are
not
broken,
and
are
people are not herded
the Quebec Education
onto reservations? Why
Program, the Kahnawake
in no need of pity.
bother changing it now?
Education
Center’s
Why inconvenience the majority population?
framework touches on oral, reading, and writing
Changing the status quo may prove to be greatly
competencies. However, the content students
inconvenient, but why should that warrant
learn are, among others, the Creation Story, the
inaction?
Kaianerehkó:wa, or Wampum Belts.12 This type
It seems the current education system is too
of educational and cultural infusion may be the
focused on the misfortunes of Native People—
key to First Nations’ decolonization and survival.
with the center of attention being on the terror
To build a better future, there needs to be an
and aftershocks of residential schools. This gives
education system that does not discourage or put
the impression that First Nations people are
Indigenous students at a disadvantage. For
today broken. It is this type of damage-centered
Indigenous students, it is important that they
narratives that put Indigenous students like
learn all that is necessary to thrive in a Postmyself in uncomfortable situations—because we
Colonial world, and that includes learning their
are not broken, and are in no need of pity. An
culture, history, and traditions. As the
example of resurgence and reformed
Kahnawake Education Center is doing, so too
education—that the provincial education
should other education systems find a way to
systems can follow—can be seen at any three of
infuse First Nations content into their
the Kahnawake Education Center schools.
curriculum. It is important that students across
In the Kahnawake Education Center’s
Turtle Island learn not only of the horrible things
document, “Kahnawake Education Center
that have happened—or to stop at reconciliation.
Annual General Assembly: Director of
They must, instead, aim for resurgence. To learn
Education Report,” a new curriculum framework
of the beauty and the culture.
is introduced. Titled “Tsi Niionkwarihò:ten,” the
Students need to know that pity and good
framework is geared toward infusing traditional
intentions are not enough to right injustice.
teachings and philosophies into the curriculum,
In 2020, nearly four years after originally
which may serve as a method of decolonizing
writing this paper, it has become apparent that
First Nations’ education. “Tsi Niionkwarihò:ten”
my initial question has been answered. The world
is comprised of nine elements, all of which
that Indigenous people once knew, a free world,
revolve around the guiding principles of
is beyond their reach, at the moment. To
Rotinonhsión:ni worldview.
decolonize in the 21st century, hundreds of years
To explain, these guiding principles stem
after the Indigenous Apocalypse, is impractical.
from, but are not limited to, the Rotinonhsión:ni
The solution now is not simply to survive in
peoples’ creation story, ceremonies, and the
this new reality, but also to find a way to live and
Kaianerehkó:wa—the Great Law of Peace. The
thrive. This is not to say that we should assimilate
Kahnawake Education Center, Kahnawake Education
Center Annual General Assembly: Director of Education Report
(201-2017).
12
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and lose ourselves, but to define what a 21st
century Indigenous person is. To the youth, I
encourage that they pursue higher education, to
find a path to harmony for themselves and their
people. Systemic change is not an overnight
process. One day we will be free.
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Decolonizing and
Deconstructing
Education: Learning to
Create Space
Sandra Iacovozzi

To

be a decolonized teacher means taking
responsibility and actions towards dismantling
coloniality in our classrooms.
It’s important to recognize the relationship
between modernity and coloniality and the way
in which it has influenced our current
educational system. Moreover, the creation of
the “other” through occidentalism and
orientalism demonstrates the lack of space given
to non-Eurocentric knowledge. “Other” groups
should be given space in our classrooms and we
as educators have a vital role in recognizing the
faults in the system and creating opportunity for
marginalized groups—such as the Indigenous
people of Canada—to share.

Eurocentrism & Modernity
Modernity can be seen as a form of European
identity that emerged in the 16th century.1 The
concept of modernity and this European identity
has contributed to the course of world history
and continues to greatly impact society. “Over
the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, a universalized conception of civilized
humanity developed that became the underlying
Michael Baker, “Modernity/Coloniality and Eurocentric
Education: Towards a Post-Occidental SelfUnderstanding of the Present,” Policy Futures in Education
10, no. 1 (2012): 5.
2 Baker, “Modernity/Coloniality and Eurocentric
Education,” 6.
1
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foundation for the formation of European
identity and modern education.”2
Moreover, European ideals have become
ingrained in our systems and adopted globally.
“Global—or
universal—significance
was
claimed for European modernity from the very
beginning.”3 These ideals include: Christianity,
patriarchy, and civility. There are elements of
western society that we do not question that
derive from one of these three ideals.
For example, in general, the current school
system continues to make its schedule in
accordance to Christian holidays such as Easter
or Christmas. European “superiority” has spread
globally, particularly with the colonization of the
Americas. North America, influenced by
European ideals, has continued to perpetuate
and impose the concepts of modernity.
“Modernity is a European narrative that distorts
and conceals its own cultural-historical origins as
a new civilizational complex.”4 Therefore, we can
see how modernity and coloniality have a close
relationship.
Today, our classrooms, particularly in North
America, are still impacted by this Eurocentric
anchor of knowledge. Christianity, patriarchy,
and civility remain ingrained in our systems and
can only begin to be removed by first recognizing
and acknowledging they even exist. Teachers
must be mindful of influences. We must stop
teaching from a Eurocentric perspective and
expand our approach to include other anchors of
knowledge—such as Indigenous knowledge,
both local and global.

George Ritzer, The Blackwell Companion to Globalization
(Malden, MA: John Wiley & Sons, 2007), 1.
4 Baker, “Modernity/Coloniality and Eurocentric
Education,” 6.
3
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Coloniality
It is important to recognize the coloniality of our
education system, particularly regarding our
content and our Eurocentric knowledge base.
Coloniality refers to the control and power
the dominant group has over societal systems
and organizations, such as curriculum.
Moreover, modernity and coloniality work
simultaneously together. “Coloniality, in other
words, is constitutive of modernity—there is no
modernity without coloniality.”5 From the arrival
of the Europeans in North America, this
coloniality, influence, and power spread.
Civilizing missions of modernity that began
with the universal mission to Christianize the
world demonstrates the modern/colonial
relationship and the way in which world systems
developed afterwards.6 These relationships are
often overlooked. This provides better insight as
to why and how our education system is shaped
the way it is today. By analyzing and
understanding the history behind our systems
and organizations, we as teachers can better deconstruct the coloniality of our classrooms.
Questions to consider when teaching include
whether the curriculum and the method in which
we teach stem from modernity/coloniality. If so,
who does it benefit and more importantly, who
does it hinder or harm? There can be no new
development, growth, or inclusion of the “other”
if we do not recognize the system we operate in
and how our actions might in fact be
perpetuating elements of coloniality.
Once we acknowledge the colonial system in
which we exist, how do we go about getting out,
breaking down, and moving towards an
Walter D. Mignolo, “Coloniality: The Darker side of
Modernity,” Revista Brasileira de Ciencias Sociais 32, no. 94
(2017): 39.
6 Baker, “Modernity/Coloniality and Eurocentric
Education,” 6.
7 Baker, “Modernity/Coloniality and Eurocentric
Education,” 6.
5
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alternative system? Moreover, what framework
is—or will be—the new universal framework?
The problem may lie in that very question.
Perhaps we cannot exist in a universal, global
system. Perhaps, systems should be more organic
to the local. We as teachers can disrupt the
modernity and coloniality in the current
established Eurocentric system by focusing more
on the local people and traditions rather than
teaching foreign, imposed, and transported
knowledge.

Orientalism & Occidentalism
The concepts of orientalism and occidentalism
were used as a way for Europeans to stand apart
from those they considered “other.” It’s merely
a construct to differentiate, for example, the
western, “civilized” occident from the
“uncivilized,” eastern orient.
“Occidentalism
[is]
Euro-American
modernity’s conceptual/narrative imaginary for
conceiving, interpreting, and managing the world
order over the past 500 years.”7 Orientalism was
the study of exotic people, places, and culture.
Europe set the characteristics and shaped the
image of the Orient in their worldview. As Said
noted, orientalism is a colonial discourse.8
With greater understanding of how
orientalism and occidentalism came to be, how
do we move toward post-occidental teaching?
“From this recognition comes the redesign of
teaching and learning around the pluriversity of
knowledges and corresponding ways of being in
the world.”9

Shehla Burney, Pedagogy of the Other: Edward Said,
Postcolonial Theory, and Strategies for Critique (New York,
NY: Peter Lang, 2012), 26.
9 Baker, “Modernity/Coloniality and Eurocentric
Education,” 14.
8
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So how do we incorporate a pluriversity of
knowledge and move towards a pluriversal
education system? First, we must understand that
pluriversality is realized by “taking seriously the
knowledge production of ‘non-Western’ critical
traditions and genealogies of thought.”10 Second,
accept that pluriversal knowledges exist and
integrate these knowledges into our systems. The
notion of “other” should not be taught from an
us-versus-them perspective, but rather from an
all-encompassing perspective that includes
multiple knowledge bases.

Teachers are not exposed or
trained to dismantle the
system—rather, they often
perpetuate it, often
unknowingly.
Teachers are not exposed or trained to
dismantle the system—rather, they often
perpetuate it, often unknowingly. It is vital that
teachers take more responsibility to change the
ways in which they work.

Indigenous Resurgence
Now that we have a better understanding of how
Europe situated itself, we as teachers must
consider those who have been considered
“other”—such as the Indigenous peoples of
Canada—and support their resurgence.
This is true for many Indigenous people
around the world, almost all of whom have been
subjugated to “otherness.” We must be an ally in
the work to reconstruct indigenous identities and
knowledge. We cannot be decolonial educators
Capucine Boidin, James Cohen, & Ramon Grosfoguel
“Introduction: From University to Pluriversity: A
Decolonial Approach to the Present Crisis of Western
Universities,” Human Architecture: Journal of the Sociology of
Self-Knowledge 10, no. 1 (2012): 2.
10
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without first acknowledging the blatant efforts to
colonize and assimilate Indigenous people,
locally and globally.
As a non-Indigenous person and educator, it
is not for me to take space—rather I must use
my privilege and position to create space for
Indigenous people to share their knowledge. The
classroom, the curriculum, and the way in which
I approach teaching provide an opportunity to
create this space. I must continuously underscore
that “each Indigenous nation has its own way of
articulating and asserting self-determination and
freedom.”11

Conclusion
To decolonize education, we must understand
both the system that we work in and its historical
context. Once we understand where our current
societal systems are rooted, we can begin to
deconstruct them. In turn, we can begin to build
them up new systems—ones that reflect more of
the immediate locality.
Moreover, it is important that teachers
recognize the coloniality in the system. They
must constantly question its purpose and work to
change it. Awakened and more conscientious
educators can work within the system to
dismantle it.
It’s our responsibility to acknowledge the
fabrication of the “other” and replace it with
more inclusive ways of being. We must support
marginalized groups—those currently deemed
“other” in our system—in their resurgence and
struggle. Context, history, empowerment, and
understanding of our personal place in the
system are essential to any philosophy of
education.
Taiaiake Alfred & Jeff Corntassel, “Being Indigenous:
Resurgences against Contemporary Colonialism”
Government and Opposition 40, no. 4 (2005): 614.
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The Colonization of
Canada’s Curriculum and
Its Effects on Our Societal
Knowledge
Alexa LeMarquand
McGill University

Education

is what teaches our future
generations to actively participate in our
democratic society by becoming productive
citizens who support the progression of
modernity.
Modernity can be defined in a multitude of
ways. For this paper, I view modernity as a
system that began in the 19th century. It requires
surface-level participation of its citizens, such as
political engagement, consumerism, benefiting
from technological advances, and being
submerged in capitalist socio-cultural norms.
Canada is a world power that views
education as a means of providing our students
with knowledge and information that is
advantageous for the nation’s continuing
development. Our education system influences
our future citizens to behave, make decisions,
and actively participate in accordance to our
highly structured democratic society. By
including content that is presented as truthful
and factual, our curriculum implicitly proposes
that the chosen information is the default for
everyone to learn. It is thought to be the natural
knowledge required to succeed within our
society.
Canadian students learn to believe and accept
throughout their education that the bearer of
knowledge is most trusted from a European
standpoint. The content presented in classrooms
are based in the colonizer’s perspective, and are
rooted in democracy, modernity, and progressive
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values—all of which are presented as
Eurocentric ideals.
In this paper, I will shed light on how the
colonization of knowledge overwhelms our
current Canadian education system, and how the
information approved by our government
perpetuates the insufficiency of the other’s
perspective. I will finish this paper with a series
of questions that I continue to battle with. This
is in hopes of shaking the ground that Canadian
teachers have been solidly standing on for
decades, and to bring into light some injustices
that are experienced by a large portion of
Canadian citizens.
Canadian citizens often perceive the learning
in our schools as the default standard to
achieve—any other knowledge outside of this
spectrum is viewed as undesirable, and has no
place or value in our society. The colonization of
our knowledge creates an ideology of dominance
over all other existing voices. Not accepting this
presented narrative makes it almost impossible to
succeed in our society. If graduating students
desire to acquire economic stability—and other
versions of success within our capitalistic
society—conforming to the democratic and
modern context is not optional, but inevitable.
I have witnessed several of my friends
support Canada’s economic and political growth,
such as with Trudeau’s approval of the Trans
Mountain oil pipeline—a project that will
endanger the ecosystem of the Tsleil-Waututh
First Nation reserve. It is beyond
comprehensible, and only further proves the
coloniality that persists in our knowledge and
society. These friends view the pipeline as a
natural progression of modernity and as a good
use of our natural resources that will ultimately
prove more valuable to Canada than the
indigenous peoples that lives on the reserve. The
lack of awareness that my friends have regarding
the mistreatment of indigenous peoples in
Canadian history allows for such events to be
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viewed as a positive thing for Canada in the linear
the pluralistic society of Quebec.3 All students
development of modernity.
should consider the notion of otherness as an
The indigenous voice is expelled from the
essential element regarding the development of
Canadian
context
their own identity.4
because the learning
This is a harmonious
How can students understand
that is acquired in our
act for the Quebec
their
place
with
the
other
when
schools presents the
Education Program,
the other isn’t fairly
European narrative as
but it is unfortunate to
the logical default.
not see the execution
represented—let alone even
The European context
of such thought within
portrayed—in the classroom?
made itself the center
government-issued
of the world by having its literature, theories, and
textbooks. How can students understand their
methods perceived as “the best that our culture
place with the other when the other isn’t fairly
has to offer.”1 It is thought that those who exist
represented—let alone even portrayed—in the
outside of this reality do not have the proper
classroom?
knowledge, and therefore have no place the
Competency 1, of The History and
curriculum.
Citizenship Education program, has students
These other realms of knowledge are viewed
examine social phenomena from a historical
as exotic information—as uncivilized ideas that
perspective.5 By the end of secondary school,
are a mere extension of the default. They are
students must consider “the origin and particular
offered in schools as an “other” option of
interests of the authors they consult and
learning that will never compete with the
diversifying their sources of documentation.”6
presented neutral truth. “The knowledge,
Teaching students to critically assess the learning
experience, culture, and art of half of the world
of historical events is mindful of our pluralistic
is missing in most Western curricula, but
society. However, when the documentation
ironically the West is generally perceived as being
provided is limited to a white, European,
the most informed, educated, and cultured
francophone voice, the motives and hopes of the
society.”2 The selected narratives in our
other do not survive the assessment, and are in
textbooks do not offer our students the
this way excluded from the Canadian context.
opportunity to study beyond the boundaries
This leaves students to trust a distorted
placed by the coloniality of our knowledge.
version of Quebec’s history as the neutral truth,
Regarding the History and Citizenship
and provides them with barely any alternative
program, the Quebec Education Program
documentation. This will not be ameliorated
proposes that students should learn to define
unless a specific teacher does additional research
themselves in relation to other individuals while
and comes up with resources that include other
considering the diverse identities that make up
voices. Such resources can be difficult to find.
Shehla Burney, “The World, the Text, and the Teacher:
Contrapuntal Analysis and Secular
Criticism,” Counterpoints 417 (2012): 125.
2 Burney, “The World, the Text, and the Teacher,” 123.
3 Ministère de l’éducation et de l’Enseignement supérieur,
History and Citizenship Education, 306,
http://www.education.gouv.qc.ca/en/teachers/quebec1

education-program/secondary/social-sciences/historyand-citizenship-education/.
4 Ministère de l’éducation et de l’Enseignement supérieur,
History and Citizenship Education,, 299.
5 Ministère de l’éducation et de l’Enseignement supérieur,
History and Citizenship Education, 303.
6 Ministère de l’éducation et de l’Enseignement supérieur,
History and Citizenship Education, 304.
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Therefore, Canadian students tend to receive a
very limited perspective.
The other’s perspective of social phenomena
goes untold, and this gradually eliminates the
value to their voice in the Canadian context. This
relates back to my friends’ reaction towards the
Trans Mountain oil pipeline, and their disregard
towards the indigenous community. Alfred and
Corntassel state that colonizing powers have
transformed their violent methods of eradication
with modernized subtle tactics, such as the
devaluing of precolonial history.7 A key part of
the Quebec Education Program is to help
students construct their worldviews. However
worldly perspectives are essentially non-existent
in this one-sided view of Quebec’s history: it is a
subtle way to erase indigenous histories and
voices.
In the Canadian context, the white European
man has the highest ontological value. He is the
embodiment of a being who knows and
understands. Quebec’s history textbooks
exemplify this as they mainly focus on the
contributions committed by white, male
Francophones. Any mention of the voice of the
Indigenous peoples, the Irish, the Haitians, and
others, is excluded from the Quebec narrative.
The coloniality of our knowledge labels Samuel
de Champlain as the founder of Quebec, and
posits the beginnings of Quebec as a result of
European invasion—an invasion that is seen in
our curriculum as a positive thing.
The Quebec Education Program desires for
students to analyze historical events with healthy
skepticism by “demonstrating critical judgment
with regard to sources and interpretations.”8
Unfortunately, the relevant documents, and the
facts that identify the different actors and
witnesses from which the students are meant to

draw their conclusions, derive from a white,
French, European voice. As a result, information
on what it means to be indigenous is not
grounded in the indigenous community life or
perspective, and is therefore disconnected from
their heritage.9 The common narrative places the
indigenous story as an outcome of the colonizing
power.10 To present such material as objective
and neutral can be harmful. It leaves students
with a distorted version that was created for the
benefit of the colonizer.
Educators have attempted to broaden our
curriculum by inserting “other” knowledge into
the classroom, and diversifying the content.
However, their attempts proved to be superficial
fixes. Their actions lacked mindfulness of the
eurocentrism that goes beyond our curriculum,
and how it is embedded in our societal values and
beliefs. For example, suggesting to include
aspects of how indigenous people celebrate
various events does not allow students to
observe and be aware of the mistreatment that
indigenous peoples have experienced since the
arrival of the Europeans.
Rather, a real awareness of the residential
schools, the 1960’s “Indigenous Scoop,” and the
ongoing oppression of the indigenous people is
necessary when learning about current events
that involve the indigenous population. It can
serve real justice for these people—rather than
having them live in a cycle of abuse and
mistreatment by the settler.
Teachers cannot alter the traditional
approach to education without observing the
coloniality that rules our curriculum and the
institutional constraints that are imposed on
them. Even with the internalization of North
American university curriculum over the past 30
years, professors are still being chastised by their

Alfred Taiaiake and Jeff Corntassel, “Being Indigenous:
Resurgences against Contemporary Colonialism,”
Government and Opposition 40, no. 4 (2005): 598.

8

7

Ministère de l’éducation et de l’Enseignement supérieur,
History and Citizenship Education, 304.
9 Taiaiake and Corntassel, “Being Indigenous,” 605.
10 Taiaiake and Corntassel, “Being Indigenous,” 601.
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institutions for “deploying cultural theory that
value that is placed on the colonizer’s
11
[has] nothing to do with Education.” While
perspective.
teachers from all education levels may attempt to
As viewed through the eyes of the colonizer,
include a voice of the other, the knowledge that
the indigenous did and does not have the right
is tested and viewed as worthy of our students’
knowledge, Left alone, such socieites could not
learning is not this.
develop into the correct version of a modern
Students are bombarded with information
democratic society. Our government-approved
throughout their day that is deemed as essential
textbooks maintain the coloniality of our
to their academic
knowledge, and we
success.
Therefore,
teach our students to
Is it enough to give the
trying to have them
to educators, too
responsibility to our teachers to listen
find
meaning
in
many of whom are
find and highlight other voices? preaching content that
material on which they
will not be tested is
was written by others
difficult. As a result, the voice of the other is
for others. Educators risk assuming that familiar
regarded as additional information and therefore
material is all there is—that such material is
unworthy of the student’s time and attention.
somehow normal and “the standard.”
The other realms of knowledge are essentially
Accordingly, how do we push back the
diminished to nothing, and this eurocentric
pressure that our educational institutions place
mindset stays with the student as they enter
on teachers, and extend the voice and narrative
Canadian society as active participants.
of the other? How do we demonstrate that
Teachers still have powerful voices. They are
indigenous peoples do exist, and their histories
trusted by their students. Providing external
are worthy of learning?
documents that are written by people of color,
Even though our Quebec Education
and comparing them to the documentation
Program suggests that students must learn to use
provided by the government and school has the
otherness while constructing their identity within
potential to be an eye-opening learning
a pluralistic society, the coloniality of our
experience. Encountering resources that do not
curriculum produces a narrow, one-sided view of
derive from the white settler is beneficial. It
our world and continues the notion that
broadens the material students use to construct
eurocentric knowledge is the neutral truth. Thus,
their opinions, their ideas, and their identities
we should ask: How can the Quebec Education
throughout their educational career.
Program define Quebec as a pluralistic society
Our curriculum proposes a European
when the presented narrative in our governmentperspective as the trusted bearer of knowledge,
issued textbooks give indigenous peoples a
and it defines information outside of this
fraction of the exposure—an exposure that
standard as irrational and unstructured. It directs
comes within a narrative that is exclusively
the educator to teach material that presents the
concerned with white, French, European voices?
other through the lens of the “explorer.” The
Is it enough to give the responsibility to our
lack of exposure to and research of the
teachers to find and highlight other voices?
indigenous identity, and to the other silenced
Without the support from the Ministry of
voices of Quebec, demonstrates the low value
Education, how do our educators attempt to
that is placed on this knowledge, and the high
look inward, and observe the coloniality that
11

Burney, "The World, the Text, and the Teacher,” 124.
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persists in our knowledge and values, and
transfer that into our classrooms?
How do we become mindful of the harm
that our current eurocentric narrative is causing
within our communities and society when this
neutral truth is embedded with our
government—the protector of and provider for
the people?
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High-Key Hierarchy:
Coloniality of Knowledge
in Music
Jonathan Provost

Throughout

the era of colonialism, a
hierarchical social, economic, political, and
cultural world order was imposed on the
dominated—a hierarchy where the colonizing
Europeans always ended up on top.
This hierarchical paradigm, coloniality, did
not disappear with the end of traditional
colonialism. It continues to ravage nations
worldwide today. When discussing its cultural
and epistemic aspects, one refers to the
coloniality of knowledge. One can see how it has
aptly been used as a tool by dominant groups to
dismiss, subjugate, and even erase cultures they
deem inferior and threatening.
For example, academics in Nazi Germany
vilified art created by Jewish people, Black
people, homosexuals, and others as a way to
demonize
them.
Likewise,
Europeans
characterized Native animism as uncivilized and
barbaric compared to the evolved monotheism.1
Music, which is obviously an immensely popular
and important form of art that plays an integral
role in shaping one’s identity, is no exception.

Michael Baker, “Modernity/Coloniality and
Eurocentric Education: Towards a Post-Occidental SelfUnderstanding of the Present,” Policy Futures in Education
10, no. 1 (2012), 4–22.
2 Anibal Quijano, “Coloniality and
Modernity/Rationality,” Cultural Studies 21, no. 2-3
(2007): 176.
1
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Coloniality of Knowledge
As told by Quijano, the “coloniality of
knowledge” begins with a simple foundational
truth: Western knowledge is superior to that of
non-Western knowledge. It is the only rational,
civilized culture, which makes it inherently greater
than the cultures of the different, dominated
Other.2
This idea of rationality is important, as the
cultural superiority is presented as objective fact
based on rational and scientific thought. These
“objective” statements are made by people who
are conceived as authorities.3 An easy example of
this mindset would be Macaulay’s 1835 “Minute
upon Indian Education,” where he claimed that
his research on Sanskrit and Arabic literature led
him to the conclusion that even its greatest works
paled in comparison to the most basic of British
literature.4
With this hierarchy established, a
Eurocentric knowledge becomes invaluable to
conducting oneself as a cultured person—a
human even. Humanity becomes measurable, and
European knowledge becomes the ruler. For this
reason, the colonized’s knowledge is pushed
aside as lesser and savage, so as to be replaced by
the colonizer’s knowledge.
This was infamously the case with Canada’s
policy towards Native tribes in the country, as
demonstrated by the residential school system
that tore native children from their family in
order to “kill the Indian in the child” and raise
them within the parameters of whiteness and
Christianity.5
The final nail in this coffin is the fact that,
despite the push from authorities to act Western
Shehla Burney, “The World, the Text, and the Teacher:
Contrapuntal Analysis and Secular
Criticism,” Counterpoints 417 (2012): 122.
4 Burney, “The World, the Text, and the Teacher, 121.
5 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, They
Came for the Children (Winnipeg, MB: Library and
Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication, 2012), 85.
3
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and forget their original knowledge system, the
colonized will never be recognized as Western by
those same authorities. This is discussed
extensively by Du Bois with his idea of the veil—
a veil through which all colonized peoples must
learn to view reality.6 All of these steps to
delegitimize the colonized and their culture are
done to cement the West’s ability to rule and
dominate.

Dismissal
The coloniality of knowledge exists in today’s
musical industry.
Just as “rational” Western thought from
British authorities was used to dismiss the
literature of Sanskrit and Arab cultures nearly
two hundred years ago, we can see similar
processes happening today with music. I think
here in particular of the discussion surrounding
rap music, a style of musical delivery born in and
closely intertwined with Black culture, where
rhythmic speech is performed over an
instrumental beat.7
Rap, a musical style with a heavy focus on
black experience, is quite quick to be dismissed
for various reasons by Western audiences and
“authorities.” One of the most common of these
dismissals is the discussion surrounding the
subject matter in rap music, namely: sex, drugs,
and violence. The argument that rap is dangerous
because of the subject matter of its songs, and
that it should thus be kept away from susceptible
audiences, is not an uncommon one.
US Presidential candidates in the 1990s were
quite vocal in calling rap wrong because it
W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk: Authoritative
Text, Contexts, Criticism (New York: NY: WW Norton,
1999), 8.
7 Baruti Kopano, “Rap Music as an Extension of the
Black Rhetorical Tradition: ‘Keepin’ It Real,’” The Western
Journal of Black Studies 26, no. 4 (2002): 204.
8 Unruly, “Geraldo Rivera Rips Kendrick Lamar’s BET
Award set,” (2015, June 30),
6
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supposedly encouraged cop killing. A more
recent example is conservative pundit Geraldo
Rivera’s comment on Kendrick Lamar’s
performance of “Alright” at the BET Awards,
claiming that “hip hop has done more damage to
young African-Americans than racism.”8
Beyond its content, rap has also been rejected
as a form of music entirely. This narrative was
pushed very recently by influential conservative
political commentator, Ben Shapiro, who
claimed that rap was not music because it lacked
melody and harmony, two of the three main
elements that define music.9 Though this
conception of music is laughably rigid, it is
important to note that the terms used are based
on musical theory developed in the West. For
example, this theory of what constitutes music
can be seen in Jean-Philippe Rameau’s 18thcentury book, Treatise on Harmony. This treatise
aimed to create a rational foundation for music,
and this same form of positivist thinking is now
being used by Shapiro to dismiss non-Western
music that does not fit this 300-year-old model.
In both these methods of dismissing rap,
people who are seen as authority figures “prove”
the inferiority of this expression of culture
compared to those that are either more
wholesome or more sophisticated—that is, those
from the West. When Black musical forms are
dismissed through these methods, the obvious
end result is the lack of empowerment and the
continued silencing of the Black community.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U3_hi8eWdbY&t=
52s.
9 Rhythm being the third, at least according to Shapiro’s
music theorist father. See Count Dooku, “Ben Shapiro
Explains Why Rap Isn’t Music,” (September 16, 20190,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8zeiFF1SNCY.
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Dilution
Even today, the best way for one to be
considered a successful or important musician is
to emulate the Western “ideal.”
One must, at least partially, “kill the Indian”
if they wish to be successful in the West.
If one were to look at a list of popular and
influential musicians who were born outside of a
Western country within the last few decades, one
would be hard pressed to find one who did not
at least partially dilute their region’s traditional
music with Western influences. Acclaimed
Chinese cellist Yo-Yo Ma’s discography is mostly
dedicated to Western compositions, and nearly
all of his many awards were given for his Western
works.
The worldwide phenomena of K-Pop—
music from Korea, recognizable by its large focus
on performance and accessible melodies—are, of
course, massively influenced by American pop,
from which they derive some of their musical
conventions of catchiness and accessibility. The
biggest Latin artists like Santana, Shakira, Camilla
Cabello, J Balvin, Daddy Yankee, Ozuna,
Maluma, and Ricky Martin all use rock, pop, or
hip hop conventions in their music. It is a rare
sight to see a non-Western artist become as
massively popular and acclaimed as those named
above without diluting their sound with Western
music styles.
None of this is to say that using influences
outside of one’s home is wrong, that these artists
betrayed their art and culture by adopting
Western or North American musical styles, or
that all artists should simply stick to what their
people have done in the past and never move
beyond that cultural sphere. Instead, I am
making the observation that success on the
Western front is massively stacked in Western
musical styles’ favour.
Before one says that this is natural and is only
a matter of taste, one can think of how it is not
the same case the other way around: Western

125

music does very well outside of the West. It
would seem that there is an idea that Western
music is the global norm, the only legitimate
form of music towards which non-Westerners
must strive if they wish to be considered. This
sends a message that non-Western cultures’
music must be abandoned lest the musicians be
left behind.
The abandonment of one’s music is the
abandonment of one’s culture, one’s history, and
is one step further in a homogenous Western
music-sphere.

Confinement
Finally, just as the “killed Indian” was left aside
to do manual work because the conversion to
civilized culture was deemed a failure, nonWestern music, even when diluted by Western
sounds, is cast aside as the “Other,” and
separated from Western music.
This can be seen by the simple existence of
the terms “Latin music” and “World music.”
Entire continents are melded together into one
single category, a category that simply means
“non-Western.” In fact, iTunes’ genre appendix
has almost as many subgenres in the “Rock”
category (20) than there are subgenres in the
“World” category (26). Apparently, one single
genre from the West is almost as diverse as the
entirety of music from Africa, Asia, Eastern
Europe, and the Pacific Islands—combined.
Another example of this confinement to the
separated “Other” was this year’s controversy
with the Video Music Awards (VMAs). They
created a new category, the K-Pop Award, and
placed acts like BTS, Blackpink, and Exo in this
category—while simultaneously not nominating
them for any major awards, such as Best Artist
or Song of the Year, despite the incredibly
massive success these artists have garnered. Even
when music is created outside of the West, it is
still defined by it: it is not Cuban salsa, Algerian
raï, or Ainu yukar, but instead it is simply “not
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Western.” As Quijano points out, the culture is
confined to the “exotic,” a curiosity which
Westerners can consume or from which they can
find inspiration, but not a valid form of art, at
least not to the level of Western culture.10
When other cultures are categorized
separately from Western music, and then labeled
as such, they are only partially recognized as a
legitimate—but not as normative, which remains
European and/or North American.11 There are
no “Western rock” categories in major Western
award shows.
In this way there can be no questioning or
critiquing the Western domination, as the
Other’s music is “recognized”—but Western
music remains the point of reference, the
invisible baseline.

Conclusion
The Other’s music is cast aside by the dominant,
central, “superior” Western culture in order to
keep these dominated cultures silent,
disempowered, separate, or utterly effaced. This
is done by dismissing the Other’s music through
ethnocentric,
pseudo-objective
thought
processes, diluting the “Otherness” of their
music by making Western-style music the
condition for success, and confining the Other’s
musical expression to the inferior, devalued
category of the exotic and non-Western.
There is, however, hope for change in this
regard. The injustices I have described in this
paper are no longer seen as the norm, and are
controversial points of discussion: the comment
section in the videos showing Rivera’s and
Shapiro’s statements on hip hop is almost
entirely dominated by people in fierce
disagreement with them; terms like “world
music” are continuously criticized as
Quijano, “Coloniality and Modernity/Rationality, 170.
Marie Battise, “Enabling the Autumn Seed: Toward a
Decolonized Approach to Aboriginal Knowledge,
10
11
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exclusionary; and the VMAs K-Pop category
news garnered heavy criticism. The emergence
of the internet in particular is, in my opinion, a
crucial tool in democratizing the production and
consumption of various musics, allowing people
to create, listen to, and, most importantly for me,
support music from across the world within genres
they would otherwise never even have heard of.

iTunes’ genre appendix has
almost as many subgenres in
the “Rock” category (20) than
there are subgenres in the
“World” category (26).
I think here of sites like Bandcamp or
Soundcloud, where artists use tags to describe
their music instead of having to submit to premade Eurocentric categories, and where every
day the site’s staff aims to put a spotlight on
something new, no matter how different it is
from the established Western norm of the music
industry. With these changes I believe that
marginalized groups have a chance at being able
to express their art on newly equal grounds.

Language, and Education,” Canadian Journal of Native
Education 22, no. 1 (1998), 16-27.
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Progressive Pedagogical
Praxis: The Importance of
Adopting Intersectional
Frameworks for a PraxisOriented Teaching Self
Marie Sakr

English

literature is one of those academic
disciplines that I have come to appreciate for its
interdisciplinarity.
As a secondary school English language arts
teacher, I have become more attuned to the ways
that literature promotes critical thinking and
analysis of ideological frameworks—skills which
have empowered me with the critical faculties to
better deconstruct hegemonic assumptions.
More recently, however, in my final semesters as
an English literature undergraduate, I have come
to realize, with the help of Terry Eagleton, that
English literature itself is a hegemonic ideology:
hegemonic in its privileging of certain texts as
more “literary” than others, in its distinctions of
value that prioritize figures like Shakespeare as
measures of civilizations’ achievement, and in its
seemingly normalized “unobtrusive power.”1
Speaking from my cross-continental
educational experiences in predominantly
“Western” academic institutions, my encounters
with English literature have been mediated
through the predominance of the Western
canon: Shakespeare, Fitzgerald, Orwell, Beckett,
Miller, and other White male authors. Though
lightly peppered with empowering texts by
Benedicta Egbo, “Education and Diversity: Framing the
Issues” in Teaching for Diversity in Canadian Schools
(Toronto, ON: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2009): 9.
1
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women authors, such as Sylvia Plath and Laura
Esquivel, and people of color, such as Frederick
Douglass and Alice Walker, the predominance of
White male authors in (Western) secondary
school English classrooms has remained, for the
most part, until recently, unquestioned.
***
Critical pedagogy is a transformative pedagogical
framework that foregrounds the politicized
nature of current educational practices, in which
certain discourses are privileged—while others,
typically those in opposition to the dominant
ones, are silenced.
Benedicta Egbo explores its dialectical views
as simultaneously addressing the ways “power
mediates academic success” and “how challenge
and interrogation can interrupt” Eurocentrism’s
hegemonic control over education. With the
focus on improving outcomes for all students, in
a democratic sense, critical pedagogy empowers
students through dialogical communication,
which “facilitate[s] the development of critical
thought and expression.” In dialogically-centered
classrooms, students are viewed as active
constructionists of knowledge who, alongside
their teachers, are encouraged to critically
question mainstream understandings, canons,
and assumptions. Thus, by recognizing and
engaging “the sociopolitical environment within
which their profession is embedded,” culturally
literate teachers can expose the ways language
acts as power to produce exclusionary practices
and reinforce epistemological hegemony.2
Enacting change begins with understanding
the pervasiveness of cognitive imperialism as a
hegemonic Eurocentric project. Coined by Marie
Battiste, cognitive imperialism is a “form of
Benedicta Egbo, “Transformative Frameworks for
Promoting Diversity” in Teaching for Diversity in Canadian
Schools (Toronto, ON: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2009): 112114.
2
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cognitive manipulation used in social and
combat its hegemonic violence by questioning
education systems to disclaim other knowledge
and examining themselves.
systems and values.”3 Battiste emphasizes its
Battiste’s proposed self-examination is
effects on cognitive and epistemological
directly linked to the notion of praxis: the
domains, rather than on the cultural domain. As
continual construction and reconstruction of “a
such, the enforcement
new mindset” through
and privileging of
ongoing
critical
Enacting change begins with
certain,
more
reflection and selfunderstanding the pervasiveness analysis.6
legitimized
Careful
knowledges performs
introspection of our
of cognitive imperialism as a
destructive epistemic
beliefs,
hegemonic Eurocentric project. own
violence. Epistemic
knowledge,
and
violence, here, is used
understandings enable
in Egbo and Spivak’s sense of the silencing of
us to reach self-awareness of the ways our
marginalized voices—encompassing the ways in
identities influence our pedagogical choices.7
which the westernized, English discourse
Knowing ourselves encourages us to make
privileges certain knowledge forms.4
informed decisions so that we may recognize, in
Battiste explains that, in order for us to
order to challenge, ingrained hegemonic
decolonize through transformative action, there
ideologies.
must be a “personal commitment . . . to unpack
Egbo emphasizes that one of the most
and understand [our] own positionality and
important components of praxis is critical selflocation in relation to oppression” and carry out
reflection, which encourages educators to
“an explicit examination of privilege, dominance,
regularly question their personal values,
and normalized discourses.”5 Battiste stresses the
pedagogical beliefs, knowledge, and assumptions
importance of self-examination and critical
so that they may develop habits of selfobservation that foregrounds a reflective and
monitoring “to identify and so modify
reflexive critical consciousness towards
undesirable practices.”8 Praxis, as such, requires
confronting and challenging entrenched
our agential and personalized self-scrutiny to
Eurocentric ideology. Thus, the concept of
encourage ongoing self-improvement, to help us
cognitive imperialism is crucial for understanding
develop “an inclusive theory of practice,” and to
how the English literary canon reflects this
provide “practical insights that can engender
supposed superiority of European knowledge
change and successful educational outcomes.”9
systems, reinforced in the circulation of
Otherwise, we remain unaware of our own biases
literature, and how, though a seemingly
and prejudiced beliefs, which further distances us
dialectical struggle, educators can begin to
from connecting and appropriately facilitating
the learning process with our students. As a
Marie Battiste, “Cognitive Imperialism,” in Springer
Encyclopedia of Educational Philosophy and Theory, ed. Michael
Peters (New York, NY: Springer, 2016): 1.
4 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern
Speak?” in Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A
Reader, ed. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (Hemel
Hempstead, UK: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993):
76.
3

Battiste, “Cognitive Imperialism,” 4.
Benedicta Egbo, “Initiating Praxis: Knowing Self,
Students, and Communities” in Teaching for Diversity in
Canadian Schools (Toronto, ON: Pearson Prentice Hall,
2009): 123.
7 Egbo, “Initiating Praxis,” 123-4.
8 Egbo, “Initiating Praxis,” 126.
9 Egbo, “Initiating Praxis,” 126.
5
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result, another important dimension of praxis is
knowing our students, which, as Egbo
elaborates, includes “learning from the students
themselves” in a reciprocated manner that
actively involves “students in the construction of
knowledge.”10
For progressive educational experiences to
truly subscribe to praxis-oriented strategies, we
must know our students and build meaningful
partnerships with them through the adoption of
culturally relevant pedagogy. Culturally relevant
pedagogy is an essential pedagogical approach
that places the needs of students at the forefront
by recognizing that each student comes into the
classroom with “a cultural paradigm different
from that of the teacher.”11 While this seems
obvious, the classroom is an environment where
we, as teachers, can project “the rationality and
superiority of our own worldviews” over our
students, and thereby legitimizing, in a cognitive
imperialist sense, our epistemologies over
theirs.12
To combat this, culturally relevant pedagogy
is an approach that “focuses on teaching school
knowledge by building on what students already
know, thus making the students active
participants in the learning process in very
authentic ways.”13 As a subcategory of critical
pedagogy, such an approach provides culturally
relevant dialogical teaching “that engages, rather
than disenfranchises, students.”14
Culturally relevant pedagogy personalizes the
educational experience, enabling each student to
relate the content to his or her cultural context.
More importantly, it makes genuine the learning
process by validating students, recognizing their
learning priorities, and empowering them as they
contribute to the construction of knowledge. In

the context of English literary study, adhering to
a culturally relevant pedagogical approach
includes selecting texts that represent the
multiculturalism of the classroom, encouraging
students to read and write texts that engage them
on personalized levels, and drawing on the
dynamic multivalence of literary texts that enable
students to analyze, deconstruct, and reconstruct
meanings in relation to their own
understandings.
Relatedly, a multiliteracies pedagogy
encourages us to view “language and other
modes of meaning-making as dynamic
representational resources.”15 In other words, it
refers to the various and complex
multimodalities in which people construct
meanings through language, culture, and context.
Like critical pedagogy and culturally relevant
pedagogy, multiliteracies pedagogy relies on a
learning environment that fosters growth and
affirms difference to promote students’ cocollaboration. When we, as educators, validate
students through genuine interest in, and
understanding of, their diverse backgrounds, we
encourage them to make connections and find
continuity in their own literacies, as well as our
own. As an inclusive pedagogical framework,
multiliteracies pedagogy pushes us beyond our
ingrained or static assumptions about what it
means to understand and make meaning, and
towards emergent, constructivist multimodalities
that are dynamic and multifaceted.
Constructing knowledge is therefore
predicated upon the cultural contexts that
students bring to educational experiences. Such
experiences also include, crucially, assessments.
Students and teachers alike have predisposed
notions of how to interpret and respond to

Egbo, “Initiating Praxis,” 147.
Egbo, “Initiating Praxis,” 126.
12 Egbo, “Initiating Praxis,” 126.
13 Egbo, “Initiating Praxis,” 147.
14 Egbo, “Transformative Frameworks for Promoting
Diversity,” 112.
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Fenice B. Boyd & Cynthia H. Brock, “Reflections on
the Past, Working within the ‘Future’: Advancing a
Multiliteracies Theory and Pedagogy” in Social Diversity
Within Multiliteracies: Complexity in Teaching and Learning, ed.
By Fenice B. Boyd & Cynthia H. Brock (New York, NY:
Routledge, 2014): 2.
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various questions, scenarios, or problems. These
notions are influenced most pronouncedly by
aspects of their cultural and socioeconomic
backgrounds, including values, communication
patterns, learning styles, and epistemologies.16 As
such, when designing and choosing assessments,
providing students “with the opportunity to
demonstrate what they really know in culturally
responsive and valid ways” not only ensures the
content is “accessible, meaningful, and relevant,”
but also allows them to demonstrate their
competence under the “conditions that show
them to their best advantage.”17
In doing so, this cultural competence, or the
recognition that cultural differences exist among
students, fosters an inclusive and productive
classroom in which students can confidently
participate in a constructive cultural
community.18 More specifically, culturally
competent teachers employ critical pedagogical
practices, take responsibility for knowing their
students, and using “students’ cultures as a basis
for learning.”19
***
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practices. It must include a teacher who is able to
facilitate dialogical classroom environments in
which students, considered as constructionists of
their knowledge, are validated through the
applications of multiliteracies pedagogy and
culturally relevant pedagogical practices.
In my continued and developing practice as
a secondary English literature teacher, I aim to
integrate these components to encourage both
myself and my students to better deconstruct and
challenge the perpetuated cognitive imperialism
in the canonization of English literature.
I must initiate and habituate critical
introspection and self-modification in my
practice.
I must foreground cultural competence and
multiliteracies pedagogy to redefine, culturally
contextualize, and personalize dynamic and
collaborated modes of meaning-making
I must co-construct knowledge with my
students through reciprocated and emergent
learning—a learning that is fostered through
validating,
empowering,
and
authentic
educational experiences.

My philosophy of diversity embraces these
concepts and pedagogical frameworks.
When considered in conjunction, they are
integral to the formation of progressive
pedagogical praxis. Rather than considering it as
a separate component, critical pedagogy is the
overarching commonality among them: any
notion of critical pedagogy must include
culturally literate teachers who can expose the
epistemic violence of cognitive imperialism by
engaging in self-critical and self-improving
María del Rosario Basterra, “Cognition, Culture,
Language, and Assessment: How to Select Culturally
Valid Assessments in the Classroom” in Cultural Validity
in Assessment: Addressing Linguistic and Cultural Diversity, ed.
by María del Rosario Basterra, Elise Trumbull, &
Guillermo Solano-Flores (New York, NY: Routledge,
2011): 72-91.
16

Basterra, “Cognition, Culture, Language, and
Assessment,” 80-2.
18 Basterra, “Cognition, Culture, Language, and
Assessment,” 80.
19 Basterra, “Cognition, Culture, Language, and
Assessment,” 80.
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The Genealogy of
Freedom: A Human
Rights Perspective
Amanda Sidiras

Freedom is a term often repeated throughout
history, in several aspects of life.
It is known to be a fundamental right which
our ancestors fought to have. The concept of
freedom, as we know and understand it, is one
that is cherished, valued, and viewed as the core
of the individual in terms of dignity and worth.
Once we begin analyzing freedom, it is
apparent that it has been taken out of context
and does not reflect the ideal of freedom that we
have today. Genealogical inquiries are necessary
in our thinking about ideals, as they explain
aspects of human life by presenting how they
came to be.1 This allows us to avoid ignorance on
concepts, while exposing the “shameful origins
of cherished idea.”2

Universal Mainstream Definition
When we think of freedom, we often relate it
back to slavery or wars that have led us to this
praised concept.
Through this, we have been granted the
ability to make our own decisions, to be free of
any controlling entity, and to be able to express
our thoughts and ideologies as we wish. For
many, freedom may translate as travelling or as
voting. Others believe that time and money bring
them freedom. The core idea here is that without
freedom—which in many cases can be seen as an
Mark Bevir, “What is Genealogy?”, Journal of the
Philosophy of History 2, no.3 (2008), 263–275.
2 Bevir, “What is Genealogy?”, 264.
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intangible entity—an individual is restricted in
their actions and thoughts.

Tackling the Universality
Thomas Hobbes and James Harrington both
tackled the concept of freedom through
exploring what adheres to the universal
perspective of the term.
Thomas Hobbes believed that for an
individual to be able to enjoy freedom, there had
to be no interference by any external agent. If the
individual is unable to do the action, then they
are unfree. Hobbes believed that if you were
disempowered it had to mean that someone
interfered with the power held. It is apparent that
Hobbes perspective of freedom was nested in
the notion of power. This is why freedom is
pronounced by the exclusion of any external
impediment.
James Harrington believed that anyone living
under the subject of a monarch had no freedom.
He powerfully accentuated this claim by adding
that any individual who lived in colonies under
imperial power lived as a slave. Namely, if an
individual was taxed by a colony and had no
representation in law-making, regulations, or
acts, then the individual in question is completely
reliant on them and, consequently, has no
freedom.3
A great example that puts this ideology in
perspective is the United States Declaration of
Independence of 1776. This declaration sought
independence, but from what? Dependence. By
not being dependent on a ruling, you achieve
freedom. The country of the United States is
founded and built on this view.

“A Geneaology of Liberty: A Lecture by Quentin
Skinner,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PjQ-W2fKUs.
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Problematics Associated to the
Universality of Freedom
In Hobbes and Harrington’s ideologies of
freedom, it is obvious that nobody has true
freedom because everyone is limited by several
factors. Whether that be time, money, our
government, or even societal norms, individuals
find themselves facing a variety of interferences.
Maldonado-Torres links this understanding
of freedom to the rise of human rights. Human
rights went from mediating the place of the
human in relation to the animal and the divine;
to declarations which called for political rights
for people; to a defense against centralized and
dictatorial ruling.4

One can see how universalist
frameworks were not made to
fit all individuals. Instead, such
frameworks overlook and reflect
colonialism.
Consider that the main objective of
colonialism was to bring the colonized closer to
civilization, as the latter were seen as savages in
need of European and Western help. It came as
no surprise that this colonial-line created a sector
of salvation, one where the existence of nonEuropeans was seen as problematic and
dangerous.5

Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of
Human Rights,” Revista Crítica De Ciências Sociais 114,
(2017), 117–136.
5 Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Human
Rights.”
6 Marie Battiste, “Cognitive Imperialism,” in Springer
Encyclopedia of Educational Philosophy and Theory, ed. Michael
Peters (New York, NY: Springer, 2016).
7 Battiste, “Cognitive Imperialism.”
8 Nassim Noroozi, “Decolonial Philosophy and
Education,” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education, ed.
4
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Marie Battiste’s notion of cognitive
imperialism is helpful for understanding the
scarring impact “human rights” had, and
continues to have, on the colonized.6 Despite the
controversial and harmful actions that took
place, once “human rights” were developed by
the colonizers, they spread to the rest of the
world. Governments from Asia and Africa—
who were against colonialism—embraced
human rights.
This is a clear representation of cognitive
imperialism’s perpetuation of “one frame of
reference”—somehow, “human rights” become
a gift from the colonizers.7 The colonized walk
away with hegemonic and universal knowledge
framed
by
European-American
male
philosophers.8 This, in turn, further emphasizes
the idea that non-Europeans are in need of
receiving progressive innovations.9
Nonetheless, in the 1960s and 1970s, leaders
in Africa and Asia began rejecting “human
rights”—seeing the close link they had to cultural
imperialism.10 Cognitive imperialism devalued
and diminished diverse knowledge systems—as
the “superior race,” the colonizer, spoke on
behalf of human rights.11
The irony is that “human rights” led to
individuals speaking to the marginalized and
colonized about their rights.12 This coloniality—
one established in “human rights”—is burdened
with racism, secularism, and individualism.13
But can we dismiss humanity while
simultaneously pursuing human rights?
George Noblit (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press,
2016).
9 Battiste, “Cognitive Imperialism.”
10 Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Human
Rights.”
11 Battiste, “Cognitive Imperialism.”
12 Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Human
Rights.”
13 Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Human
Rights.”
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Conclusion
Both “freedom” and “human rights” are
problematic. One can see how universalist
frameworks were not made to fit all individuals.
Instead, such frameworks overlook and reflect
colonialism. These factors are uncovered as a
result of a genealogical lens which critique
universal truths and questions its own
perspective.14

14
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Language & Colonization:
Statement of the Problem
Sayeh Sayedayn
Concordia University
Coloniality survives colonialism. It is maintained alive in
books, in the criteria for academic performance, in cultural
patterns . . . In a way, as modern subjects, we breathe
coloniality all the time and everyday.1

Language

carries culture, and embodies the
beliefs, values, thoughts, and oral literature of
nations. How a culture perceives the world, and
what it values are also reflected in its language
through literature, myth, custom, and history.
Thus, culture and language are products of each
other, and both are so closely tied to the concept
of identity that it is hard to study them separately.
It is through language, culture, and identity
that we perceive ourselves, and our places in the
world. And it is mostly because of the strong
relationship between language and identity that
colonizers tend to impose their languages on
conquered
people.
Through
impacting
indigenous languages, colonizers target
indigenous/non-Western identities to take over
the minds, thoughts, and values of those they
colonize. Language is used as a tool to convey
values and beliefs— invisibly yet effectively. This
linguistic policy enables colonizers to continue
colonization, and strengthen its roots in the
colonized lands. In this way, colonizers have
come to dominate indigenous people. As a result,
indigenous people gradually accept the
sovereignty of colonizers, and consider the
colonizers’ values superior to their own.
Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of
Being: Contributions to the Development of a
Concept,”
1
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This paper focuses on the relationship
between language, identity, power, and
colonialism. In a nutshell, it suggests that
language itself serves as a powerful mechanism
for colonization—whose aim is beyond simple
linguistic domination. From classroom practices
to beliefs about the cultural constitution of nonWestern students, many aspects of English
language teaching (ELT) have been affected by
colonialism. In this way, colonialism delivers its
message of superiority and sovereignty through
hidden curricula in ELT textbooks.
Colonization is often associated with
economic and linguistic imperialism. What
occurred in Ireland, Singapore, Kenya, and Papua
New Guinea are good examples of this phenomenon. The
identity of the colonized population comes to depend on
mastering the language of the colonizer.

Language is a Colonial Tool
Given that language constructs identity, and
given the importance of cultural sovereignty,
colonizers mostly try to convey their culture in
different ways.
Under the older model of coloniality,
colonizers imposed their languages and cultures
by forcing non-Western people to learn to speak
a different language. The loss of African and
American indigenous languages illustrates this
phenomenon well. Colonial governments
discouraged and suppressed thousands of years
of linguistic diversity and knowledge by forced
assimilation and integration policies.
For example, through linguistic policies such
as enfranchisement and the residential school
system, the Canadian government has left many
indigenous languages extinct or endangered. In
the residential school system, indigenous
children were punished severely for using their
Cultural Studies 21, no. 2-3 (2007): 243.
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native languages, which then led to a loss of
through their languages. Fanon believes that
many of these languages. Indigenous parents
speaking a language confers existence on an
protected their children by not sharing their
individual—if someone exists, they can express
languages because they
an independent identity
Colonialism
is
alive,
and
the
did not want their
through that language.2
struggle continues since
children to experience
In the wake of an
the same consequences
language, as a generative factor independent identity,
that
they
had
such a person may
of power, is omnipresent.
experienced. As a
come to question or
result,
a
valuable
reject
colonial
heritage of knowledge, values, beliefs, and
sovereignty and resistance will begin to appear. On
culture slipped away.
the other hand, if colonized people accept the
It is worth noting that the concepts of
colonizer’s sovereignty, they will adopt and
education, curriculum, and language learning
follow the colonizer’s cultural characteristics.
usually reflect positive images for people.
As the result of this domination, the
However, those concepts can also work as a tool
subordinated nations lose their identities, and the
for coloniality such as in Indian residential
colonizers find a good market to sell their
schools. Additionally, the tendency of the West
cultural and industrial products. As an
to define the hu/man—especially in the famous
illustration, the British Council’s annual report
sentence, “Kill the Indian, and Save the Man”—
confirms the increasing benefit that the UK earns
cannot be easily ignored.
through English teaching, publications, and
Under its new model of coloniality,
examining (e.g., IELTS) worldwide. ELT is a
colonialism tries to show the supremacy of its
great source for the British and American
language and values by teaching with a hidden
economies as it systematically promotes English
curriculum in ELT textbooks. A good example
as the symbol of high civilization.
of this trend can be noted through the
Language, then, is used as a means of
presentation of the belief that the
“spiritual subjugation” by colonizers.3 The main
British/American accent is the only high-level
aim of colonialism and imperialism is to expand
standard of English pronunciation. This
economic, political, and cultural power. It seeks
perspective highlights a view from above, which
to dictate superiority. It is achieved by
implicitly classifies the users of other varieties of
subjugating Indigenous people through
English as the accented/less competent speakers
weakening their languages and identities. Yet
in terms of the ladder of power. Moreover, ELT
language is a double-edged sword which can
materials portray the West in a positive manner:
work as a defensive or offensive tool. This
they do not tend to talk about discrimination,
depends on the will of a nation to preserve its
medical issues, financial problems, and
languages and keep its identities. As Maldonadounemployment in the West.
Torres mentions, colonialism is alive, and the
Whatever the model is, colonizers find a way
struggle continues since language, as a generative
to gradually inject their thoughts and values
factor of power, is omnipresent.4
Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Mask, trans. Charles
Markmann (New York, NY: Grove Press, 1967).
2

Wa Thiong’o Ngugi, Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of
Language in African Literature (London, UK: James
Curreys, 1986), 9.
4 Maldonado-Torres, "On the Coloniality of Being,” 243.
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Is English a “Language Killer”
More than twenty percent of Earth’s population
speak English, and for about 360 million people
English is their first language.
Indeed, some researchers believe that the
death of indigenous/non-Western languages is
related to the growth of English. But is English a
“language killer”? To answer this question, it is
important to start by looking at language death.5
McMahon states this phenomenon depends
on social factors and identifies two types of
language death: “language suicide” and “language
murder.”6 Language suicide happens when an
indigenous language is absorbed into the
colonizer’s language in such a way that the two
languages are hardly distinguishable. Eckert and
colleagues reference the case of Papua New
Guinea, whose languages died from the effect of
British colonization, as an example of language
suicide.7 In fact, the language of Tok Pisin was
born as the effect of the contact between
indigenous people and the colonizers. English
was gradually introduced as the language of
education, and parents and schools gave up
teaching children their indigenous languages.
Hence, the subsequent generation slowly
adopted the new languages, and indigenous
languages died.
In the case of language murder, the
colonizer’s language is instructed at school and
the children abandon learning their native
language officially. The colonizers’ language
completely takes the place of indigenous
See the following: Nick Ceramella, “Is English a Killer
Language or an International Auxiliary? Its Use and
Function in a Globalised World,” International Journal of
Language, Translation and Intercultural Communication 1
(2012): 9-23; Tove Skutnabb–Kangas, “Linguistic
Diversity and Biodiversity: The Threat from Killer
Languages,” in The Politics of English as a World Language:
New Horizons in Postcolonial Cultural Studies 7 (2003): 31-52;
Salikoko S. Mufwene, “Globalization and the Myth of
Killer Languages: What’s Really Going On,” Perspectives on
5
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languages. In this regard, English in the USA and
Portuguese in Brazil can be considered as cases
of language murder. In these examples, the new
language is the symbol of “modernity” and
“democracy,” which is associated with power
and access to authority. Thus, in some cases the
subordinated people become bilingual in order to
have access to new opportunities. The
indigenous language is then generationally
replaced by the imposing language.
The colonization of the United States in the
17th century can be considered as the starting
point of the English language conquering the
world. The spread of English increased after the
Second World War by the British Empire’s
expansion. The English language “devoured” the
conquered countries’ languages while firming its
place. Given this historical outcome, following
globalization, the English language has spread
around the world at a rate that has never been
seen. It has become the language of technology,
science,
commerce,
and
international
communication. That is to say, globalization has
encouraged a utilitarian trend supporting the idea
that English is the only language the world needs.
The domain of English conquests is not
limited to the countries with weaker political
systems. It has also affected Germany—which
has a strong policy and its own written
language—but it did not lead to language death
in this context. Because of intense influence, and
under socio-economic pressures, many Western
countries—including Ireland, Malta, U.S.A, and
Canada) and non-Western countries (including
Endangerment 5, no. 21 (2005): 19-48; Tanja Eckert,
Andrea Johann, Anna Känzig, Melanie Küng, Bianca
Müller, Cornelia Schwald,, and Laura Walder, “Is English
a ‘Killer Language’? The Globalisation of a Code.”
eHistLing 1 (2014): 106-118.
6 April M.S. McMahon, Understanding Language Change
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1994),
286.
7 Eckert et al, “Is English a ‘Killer Language?’,”112.
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the Philippines, Singapore, and South Africa)
The distinction is imposed as an “ideological
have given up their native languages and have
yardstick” to measure all other cultural values. In
accepted English as their primary language.
line with abovementioned points, Agyekum
Consequently, a large number of populations in
argues that Western languages, mainly English
the previously mentioned countries speak
and French, have been so rooted in African
English as their vernacular language.
culture that many people in cities tend to
Across the globe, many people are losing
communicate with their children in those
their native languages.
languages
and,
I therefore call for
consequently,
children
Across the globe, many people
resistance.
For
cannot speak their
are losing their native languages. native
instance,
the
languages
9
resistance of German
anymore.
There
is a
I therefore call for resistance.
speakers
against
negative
attitude
English, or the resistance of Persian speakers
towards African languages in these societies—
across thousands of years of history against
people are ashamed of speaking their mother
English, French, Russian, Mongolian, and Arabic
tongues and prefer Western names to native
speakers. These examples all shed light on the
ones. In other words, the forcible integration of
fact that resistance through policy—and the will
Africa has caused the problem of identity for
of the people—is feasible.
Africans. This, in spite of the fact that the system
There are some developing countries such as
was designed in such a way that native languages
India and Pakistan where English is one of the
would not be endangered by Western languages
official languages, but many local people cannot
directly. Rather, colonizers indirectly control the
speak it. Although the colonizer’s language is
economic, political, and cultural practices and
taught at schools, only the elite have (wider)
therefore the linguistic practices as well.
access to learn and communicate with it. In these
Ceramella argues that language killing is an
countries, English works to promote the
unavoidable side effect of globalization.10
hegemonic relation between those who can and
Macedo asserts that viewing English as the only
those who cannot afford to learn this language.
international language that everyone wishes or
The dichotomy of educational “standards”
needs to learn is “part and parcel of the
strengthens the belief that English is necessary
imperialist desire.”11 And although Mufwene
for everyone wishing to be prosperous in life.
does not consider English as a language killer, he
This is what Phillipson calls linguistic
discusses globalization as an aspect, if not a
imperialism. He defines it as the notion that
product, of colonization.12 In this way, although
“certain languages dominate internationally on
globalization
is
a
non-linear
and
others.”8 On the other hand, linguistic
multidimensional process, its connection to
imperialism
results
in
discrimination—
colonization cannot be ignored.
communicative rights and resource allocation.
Robert Phillipson, “Linguistic Imperialism” (New York,
NY: Oxford University Press, 1992), 47.
9 Kofi Agyekum, “Linguistic Imperialism and Language
Colonisation in Africa through Documentation and
Preservation,” in African Linguistics on the Prairie (Berlin,
Germany: Language Science Press, 2018): 87-104.
8

Ceramella, “Is English a Killer Language or an
International Auxiliary,” 12.
11 Donaldo Macedo, “Imperialist Desires in English-Only
Language Policy,” The CATESOL Journal 29, no. 1
(2017): 82.
12 Mufwene, “Globalization and the Myth of Killer
Languages,” 20.
10
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Conclusion
From a linguistic point of view, no language is
superior to another.
Languages represent people’s identities and
reflect their ancestry. Languages can convey a
sense
of
uniqueness
and
solidarity
simultaneously. They change over time and some
of them are eventually lost. Language is a
powerful tool that can control beliefs, values, and
identity. Being aware of the importance of
language, colonizers look for linguistic
domination to pillage the indigenous land and its
resources. Colonization is associated with
globalization to the degree that both are
implicated in asymmetrical power relationships.
Language policies that are able to strengthen
and preserve linguistic diversity are required all
over the world. Now, more than ever, we need
linguists more than we need politicians.
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