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Preface

This publication was first conceived in 2017 by Professor David Guile,
then head of the department in which Geoff Whitty was based as Director
Emeritus of the UCL Institute of Education (IOE). As fellow long-
standing colleagues of Geoff we were asked to take the project forward.
We are both sociologists of education — Andrew had been faculty and a
member of the leadership team at the IOE (at that stage the Institute of
Education, University of London) during Geoff’s time as director there,
while Emma had served as a researcher and policy advisor to Geoff while
he was director and had continued to publish with him subsequently.
We were honoured to edit this collection. In the early stages we were
able to involve Geoff in helping to shape the book. But his health was
already beginning to fail and, sadly, he would not survive to see the final
publication.

Geoff was a major figure in educational research. He had a long and
close association with the IOE as by far the largest school of education
in the UK and one of the foremost internationally, a standing that his
own time as director had done much to advance. He would also take
on leadership roles within the wider educational research community.
His esteemed career as an academic and his wide networks meant that
we had many potential contributing authors to choose from. We settled
on those who had perhaps the closest and most enduring links to Geoff,
whether as his former tutor or as a research collaborator, as a peer or as
a younger colleague whose career had developed within the institution
Geoff led. The contributing authors also speak to the main themes in
Geoff’s scholarship, as reflected in the title of the book as well as the
education systems with which Geoff was most acquainted, those of the
US, Australia and China. It was no surprise that those we approached to
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contribute to the publication responded so enthusiastically. We were also
heartened by the warm reception news of the project received from the
educational research community more widely. We were only sorry that
we could not include more colleagues from across Geoff’s career.
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Introduction

Andrew Brown and Emma Wisby

From the outset, and in our initial discussions with Geoff Whitty in
formulating the proposal for this book, we have aspired to produce a
collection of papers which both addresses foundational and emergent
issues in the sociological study of education policy and draws out the
enduring influence that Whitty’s work has had on the evolution of the
field. In the development of Whitty’s work over a period of more than
40 years, while there have been a number of recurring themes and
distinctive contributions to knowledge and practice, there has never
been any attempt to draw these together as a particular ‘school’ of
thought or overarching position. Whitty’s influence has been more
subtle, and contextually sensitive, than any such attempt to define a
field would allow, and as a consequence, has enabled colleagues and the
members of the wider scholarly and research community to engage with
and be inspired by his work, without being dominated or constrained
by it. This also allowed Whitty to enhance and maintain his academic
influence while assuming a succession of education leadership positions,
culminating in a decade as Director of the Institute of Education,
University of London (now the UCL Institute of Education). In doing so,
Whitty’s academic career exemplifies the manner in which a productive
and creative dialogue can be achieved between research and practice,
and between scholarship and leadership, particularly important at a time
when a more sharply drawn division of labour between these domains
is evident. In mapping out the structure of the book, and drawing out
key themes from the constituent chapters, we hope that the importance,
and distinctiveness, of this achievement will become clear. In the closing
section of the book, we adopt a more personal tone to provide a brief



biography, which we hope will further reinforce an appreciation of the
depth and breadth of Geoff Whitty’s influence, and the manner in which
the interweaving of rigorous academic work with sustained educational
leadership and active engagement with policymakers and key stakehold-
ers in education makes his contribution so profound.

The organization of the collection into three parts, focusing respect-
ively on knowledge, policy and practice, both reflects the development of
Whitty’s academic contribution and represents key themes in the critical
study of education policy and the pursuit of social justice. As will be
clear, these themes overlap and intertwine, and indeed Whitty latterly
returned to the consideration of knowledge in education and the struggle
for equity which formed the focus of his earliest work in the sociology of
education.

Knowledge

The question of ‘whose knowledge?’ is prioritized and valued in an
education system is a fundamental issue in the sociology of education,
and correspondingly has provided a fruitful focus for research and
scholarship in the critical scrutiny of education policy. In the opening
chapter to this section, Michael W. Apple directly addresses the
contested nature of the content of the curriculum and how this is taught
and assessed. How do we determine who has access to what, and who
are ‘we’ anyway in presuming to determine or influence such things? As
Apple recognizes, these questions sit at the heart of Whitty’s early work
in the sociology of education (see, for instance, Whitty and Young 1976),
and lay the foundations for the approach that he was to develop over the
coming years. Apple stresses the importance of maintaining engagement
with contesting ‘official knowledge’ and the key role of alliances in doing
this. His chapter not only reinforces the influence of Whitty’s work on
the sociology of school knowledge, but also, through the examples he
provides, the need to pay close attention to context and the forces that
shape the possibility for change, also characteristic of Whitty’s policy-
related writing.

The importance of personal relations and the intertwining of trajec-
tories in the development of a field, and the shaping of the work of the
people and groups of which fields are composed, is illustrated by Peter
Aggleton’s account of his work with Whitty. This also provides a further
example of the power of alliances and collaboration in areas of contest-
ation and struggle. The principal context addressed here is the response
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of health education to the advent of HIV and AIDS. Aggleton’s sensitive
and nuanced account brings to the fore the necessity of being able to
move between levels of practice, for instance between the personal and
the institutional and between lived experience and policy, in order to
affect change, and the facility that Whitty had to create the conditions for
this both personally and intellectually. The chapter provides insight into
both the development of an important body of work, and the place of
personal care in enabling critical work like this to grow and thrive.

Yan Fei presents a very different context for the exploration of the
relationship between knowledge, policy and inequity, and exemplifies
another form of collaboration. The question of ‘whose knowledge?’
operates at two distinct levels in this consideration of the representa-
tion of ethnic minority groups in Chinese school history textbooks: the
content of the history curriculum and its texts, and the forms of theory
that are brought into play in analysing the constitution of the curriculum
and the effects that subsequent representations have on the advancement
of students from ethnic minority backgrounds. Here, the form of theory
and analysis advocated by Whitty and others in understanding the rela-
tionship between power and knowledge in schooling is recontextual-
ized, scrutinized and deployed in a necessarily (given the context and
objectives of the study) detailed analysis. Whitty’s role in supervising
this work, and in subsequent collaboration (see Yan and Whitty 2016),
represents a reignition of interest in an earlier strand of his work in a
context of increasing importance internationally, and illustrates in yet
another way the interaction of decisions about legitimate knowledge
and the reproduction of inequalities. The focus on history textbooks
is apposite, and represents another return, albeit within a sociological
frame, to Whitty’s intellectual roots as an historian.

Another shift in direction of analytic gaze is evident in Deborah
Youdell and Martin R. Lindley’s sociological analysis of the relationship
between the sociology of education and emerging knowledge in the
biological sciences. The area of contestation here is what is seen as the
historical refutation of biology within sociology and the impact this has
on the capacity of the sociology of education to engage productively with
new biological knowledges and the development of biosocial education.
While this is not an issue that Whitty specifically addressed, the direction
and form of their analysis is clearly in line with the manner in which he
raises critical questions about school knowledge, and they state, ‘As Whitty
notes in relation to school knowledge, it is not simply a matter of which/
whose knowledge; it is a matter of what is done with it, how it interacts
with other knowledges, practices and institutions’ (Chapter 4, p. 70).
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Their analysis reinforces the assertion, which lies at the core of Whitty’s
work on knowledge and schooling, that identification of what constitutes
‘powerful knowledge’ is not sufficient in the struggle for social justice.
We have to engage with what is done with this knowledge, and what can
be imagined, said and enacted as a consequence. This leads to a call to
form counter-hegemonic alliances across disciplines, that holds open the
possibility of exploration of a productive, and challenging, interaction
between the social and biological in a radical sociology of education, able
to address pressing contemporary issues, such as classroom stress and
the effects of high-stakes testing regimes that impact on the potential of
schooling to enhance social justice.

In closing the first part, Michael Young takes us back to the
beginnings of Whitty’s engagement with knowledge and schooling,
initially as a student and subsequently as a collaborator and inter-
locutor in the growth and passage to maturity of the ‘new sociology
of education’, and beyond. The account provides insight into both a
personal and an intellectual journey and reinforces key components of
Whitty’s distinctive contribution to the field, underpinned by the ability
to maintain a sustained, rigorous and principled intellectual engagement
while taking on a succession of demanding education leadership roles.
The reflective and autobiographical aspects of Young’s account provide
personal detail and texture to the emergence of the core ideas that have
influenced and shaped the contributions to this section, and which carry
over into work that more directly addresses education and social policy.

Policy

It is not possible, of course, to draw a firm line between the concerns
with knowledge explored in the first part and the analysis of policy that
becomes a more explicit focus for the chapters in this part. Indeed, a
key characteristic of Whitty’s work and his contribution to the field is
the imperative to contextualize our analysis and to move rigorously and
meaningfully between levels of analysis. The caution not to presume
from our research and debate that what can be argued, imagined or
desired can be non-problematically realized in practice is constantly
asserted and reinforced; as educators engaged in the struggle for social
justice, we are implored not to drift into ‘naive possibilitarianism’.
Whitty also recognized that both the academic field and that of policy
and practice are fundamentally dynamic and fragmented, and that this
further reinforces the need to be able to constantly assess and reassess
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what can be achieved in actively pursuing social justice in and through
education, and, as a consequence, the forms of alliance that need to be
formed. As Power (2019) notes, Whitty is notable among policy soci-
ologists, and particularly those in the field of education, for seeking to
engage in dialogue with policymakers and other key stakeholders.

Exploration of the consequences of the fragmentation of the
English education system for understanding the relationship between
schooling and the state, and for forms of policy analysis in the future, is a
key focus for Stephen J. Ball and Richard Bowe. Apparent instability and
incoherence in reform, leading to a ‘fuzzy patchwork’ (Chapter 6, p. 98)
of provision, presents a challenge to critical policy analysis. As Ball and
Bowe note, in his policy analysis Whitty has addressed the fragmenting
effects of neoliberal economic, social and educational policies on school
systems (Whitty et al. 1998), the education of teachers (Furlong et al.
2000) and the teaching profession more broadly (Whitty 2006a). Ball
and Bowe explore the reverberation of neoliberal policies through
schooling from the systemic level to the identities and lived experiences
of teachers; they propose a new form of policy analysis to address the
reach and splintering effects of these calculative and commodified forms
of policymaking and implementation.

The movement between levels in the scrutiny of policy and its
effects is exemplified by David Gillborn’s analysis of race and racism
in education policy. He cites as inspiration for this approach Whitty’s
call for forms of analysis that are able to hold both macro and micro
processes and effects in view simultaneously (Whitty’s, 1997, infamous
‘vulture’s eye view’). Gillborn presents an analysis of interviews with
politicians which provides insight into the personal (micro-level)
aspects that underlie the formation of (macro-level) policy development
and illustrates how policies can become racialized and aspirations for
racial equity undermined in the interaction between these levels. This
reinforces Whitty’s insistence that policy analysis is able not only to
provide insight into macro and micro levels, but also how these interact
in the formation of policy.

The ability of the form of policy analysis that Whitty advocated to
reveal and explore disjunctions between stated policy aspirations and
what is achieved in practice is also provided by Tony Edwards and Sally
Power, who examine how, in public and policy rhetoric, private schooling
has been repositioned (from inequitable education for the elite, to
providing broader public benefit) and consider the extent to which the
claims made are warranted. Whitty participated in this research (see, for
instance, Power et al. 2006; Power et al. 2003; Edwards et al. 1989) and
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key themes in his approach to policy research and analysis are evident,
for instance in the rigorous tracing of the provenance of a discourse
which brings together both policy analysis and scrutiny of the positions
and practices of individuals implicated in the production of policy. Nicola
Rollock, likewise, with respect to racial justice and higher education,
takes up the disjunction between the stated commitment to enhanced
diversity in universities and what, from the analysis of empirical data,
has been achieved in practice. Understanding how particular groups
are advantaged and others disadvantaged, both systemically and within
specific institutions, requires critical scrutiny of policy and the operation
of privilege, and the impact of this on the day-to-day experiences and
longer-term trajectories of racially minoritized academics. The analysis
provided by Rollock offers a further example of the need to move between
levels of analysis in understanding enduring inequities in education and
how these relate to the formulation and implementation of policies. It
furthermore poses the question about the extent to which race and
racism are taken seriously by higher education, and what can and should
be done to ensure that pressure is brought to bear to move beyond what
is seen as immediately institutionally possible to take action which
addresses in practice the inequities faced by racially minoritized groups.

The starting point for Rollock’s chapter is reflection on the
question posed by Whitty in his 2005 presidential address to the British
Educational Research Association (BERA) regarding the extent to
which there is a necessary conflict between the outcomes of educational
research and the contingent and personal priorities of policymakers
(Whitty 2006b). Bob Lingard focuses on Whitty’s work in the field of
policy sociology in education, which he sees as arising from Whitty’s own
attempt to resolve pragmatically the demands of education leadership
and the desire to remain research-active. Lingard identifies a number
of key features of Whitty’s position with respect to research and policy/
practice, as expressed in his BERA address. These include the insistence
on providing support for a wide range of forms of research, and of
acknowledgement of the complexity of relations within and between
the activities of research and policymaking. Asking ‘what works’ is not
enough: there has to be mutual appreciation that research must be more
than purely instrumental, and that the dynamics and politics of policy-
making, which change over time and from context to context, have to
be recognized. In his exploration of the complexity of this relationship,
Lingard brings into play consideration of contemporary fast policymak-
ing and, with an increasing emphasis on data in policymaking, digital
governance, as well as the era of ‘post-truth’ and the rise of the affective
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in policymaking — the latter an issue that Whitty had only begun to touch
upon in his closing work (e.g. Wisby and Whitty 2019).

The chaptersin this part have all taken as given that education policy
in the period covered by Whitty’s policy sociology work has been funda-
mentally shaped by prevailing neoliberal ideology. In the closing chapter,
Hugh Lauder explores the place of evidence in policymaking, starting
with the premise that in England the neoliberal paradigm in education is
onitslastlegs. Lauder scrutinizes the assumptions underlying three major
policy initiatives in education (relating to the market view of education,
school effectiveness and the economic rationale for education) and finds
a problematic, and degenerating, relationship between research and
policy, leading him to conclude that the neoliberal policymaking archi-
tecture, in the face, for instance, of crises such as the failure to recruit
and retain teachers, is ready to be dismantled. He proposes in its place a
process of incremental policymaking and change, subject to continuous
scrutiny and research. Lauder recognizes, however, that Whitty would
be quick to point out the pragmatic challenge of making such a change,
which lies beyond the reach of educational research.

Practice

In the latter stages of his academic work, Whitty became increasingly
interested in critical engagement with practice in education; a return
to the commitment to making a difference to education and its capacity
to enhance social justice. While this has always been a core concern,
such an engagement has commonly been mediated by other factors, for
instance by analysis of the formulation and implementation of policy or
by an exploration of the nature and social distribution of knowledge. In
the final part of this collection, practice becomes a primary focus, though
clearly a concern with knowledge and policy is never totally absent. The
chapters address, in turn, improving professional practice in schooling
(Gore), the working lives of educators (Gewirtz and Cribb), equity in
higher education (Burke) and the academic field of education (Furlong).

Jennifer Gore explores some of the tensions inherent in attempts
to improve the professional practice of teachers, in particular the para-
doxically disempowering effects for some of the initiatives that claim
to enhance teacher agency. As she points out, this articulates Whitty’s
enduring concerns for teacher professionalism and social justice, and
dialogue with Whitty about the ways in which initiatives designed
to improve teaching can in fact impede change and growth provides
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the impetus for her chapter. The approach proposed, and explored in
practice, by Gore is fundamentally sociologically informed, for instance
in the attention paid to power relations and the impact of the day-to-day
working conditions of teachers.

The shifts that have occurred in the conditions in which teaching
takes place in schooling and higher education is the focus of the analysis
of the prospects for social justice in contemporary education provided by
Sharon Gewirtz and Alan Cribb. They argue that the rise to dominance
of a transactional conception of teaching has severely limited teacher
agency and potential for creativity, with a corresponding negative impact
on the potential for social change through education. In proposing a
more expansive notion of teaching, they note that Whitty’s influence as
a teacher and academic exemplifies this, in that it extends far beyond
his academic publications and formal leadership positions in education,
and reaches beyond intellectual impact to encompass the principles
that underpinned his commitment to the achievement of social justice.
They counterpose this transactional model with a relational ideal type
and explore the ways in which the space for more relational forms of
practice are being squeezed, highlighting, for instance, the quantifica-
tion of performance and other features of contemporary policy critically
considered in the previous part of this collection.

In seeking to address, in practice, the limits being placed on teacher
autonomy and creativity, Gewirtz and Cribb invoke Whitty’s desire to
create a more democratic form of teacher professionalism (Whitty 2002),
which is consistent with the approach to professional development
proposed by Gore. Penny Jane Burke takes this a step further in
describing how, in a centre founded by Whitty, a form of practice, or
more precisely praxis, has been developed which builds on sociological
critique and direct engagement with the exigencies of practice in higher
education. As co-directors of the Centre of Excellence for Equity in Higher
Education (CEEHE) at the University of Newcastle, Australia, Whitty and
Burke created the conditions for the development of a unique approach
to bringing theory, research and practice together to enhance equity
in higher education. Fundamental to this is the reframing of dominant
discourses and the production of a community of engaged practitioners
within and beyond the university with a strong ethical commitment to
social justice, characteristic of Whitty’s analytic work. Burke outlines the
relational basis of the ‘pedagogical methodology’ approach developed
and provides examples of how this is realized in practice in a number of
innovative CEEHE initiatives. The chapter provides an apposite example
of both the influence of Whitty’s work on our understanding of the
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relationship between educational policy and practice and the pursuit of
social justice and an indication of how this can inform transformative
practice.

In the final chapter, John Furlong brings us back to consider specif-
ically the field of practice, the study of education, which constituted the
context for all aspects of Whitty’s work, and in which all the chapters
in this collection have their roots. The principal focus of the chapter
is the work they did together on ‘knowledge traditions’ in the study of
education, which gave rise to a jointly edited collection (Whitty and
Furlong 2017). In a sense this can be seen as a return to a concern for
different ways of understanding what counts as knowledge, and how this
relates to context and impacts on practice. The analysis exhibits many of
the characteristics of Whitty’s work, and his contribution to the sociology
of education, and education more broadly. This includes recognition of
the need to attend to context (in this case, both national contexts, and
within this, institutional contexts), an acknowledgement of fragmenta-
tion and contestation, movement between levels of analysis, the need
for an awareness of what is possible in a given set of circumstances,
strongly framed principles and a strong commitment to social justice. It
is fitting that this last piece of work leaves us not with one dominant form
of knowledge, but a multiplicity of forms each of which has a dynamic
relationship with its macro and micro contexts, providing the impetus
for dialogue and contestations, and giving rise to the form of complex
configuration within which, intellectually and practically, Whitty thrived.

In this introduction to the collection we have attempted to give a
sense of some key themes in the critical sociology of educational policy
and how these are represented in the constituent chapters. We have also
aimed to illustrate how Geoff Whitty has influenced the development
of the field across the phases of his academic career. The three sections
of the book provide broad, and porous, divisions, and as will be clear,
themes from Whitty’s work, both intellectually and in his education
leadership roles, are woven into the work presented across the collection.
We also hope that readers get some sense of Geoff Whitty as a person,
particularly from the chapters by those of us who have worked closely
with him. Given that biography is explicitly present in and intricately
entwined with his academic writing, we felt that it was apposite to
close the collection with a short biographical section, which we hope
will enrich the personal accounts that readers will find in several of the
constituent chapters.
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Chapter 1

Social Mobilizations and Official
Knowledge

Michael W. Apple

Whose culture, whose knowledge?

From the early 1970s onwards, the issues surrounding the politics of
knowledge have been a major concern of the sociology of curriculum.
The work of Geoff Whitty was central to the development of this
tradition both theoretically and empirically (Whitty 1985; Whitty and
Young 1977), as were the analyses of people such as Bernstein (1977),
Bourdieu (1984), Young (1971), and myself (Apple 2019). At the very
core of this work is the commitment to the idea that interrogating what
counts as ‘legitimate’ or ‘high status’ culture, and making visible the
struggles over transforming it, are essential to building thick democratic
educational institutions both in the content of what is taught and how
it is taught, as well as in who makes the decisions about these issues. In
many ways, it connects directly to both a Gramscian argument that in a
‘war of position’ cultural struggles count in crucial ways (Gramsci 1971;
see also Apple 2013) and Nancy Fraser’s arguments about the signifi-
cance of a politics of recognition as well as a politics of redistribution
(Fraser 1997) in significant movements toward social change.

Few words in the English language are more complex than culture.
Its history is interesting. It derives from ‘coulter’, a word originally
used to name the blade of a plough. Thus, it has its roots literally in the
concept of farming — or better yet, ‘cultivation’ (Eagleton 2000: 1). The
British cultural scholar Raymond Williams reminded us that ‘culture is
ordinary’. By this, he meant that there was a danger that by restricting
the idea of culture to intellectual life, the arts and ‘refinement’, we risk
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excluding the working class, the poor, the culturally disenfranchised,
the racialized ‘Other’ and diasporic populations from the category of
cultured (Williams 1958; see also Hall 2016; Williams 1976, 1982).

However, even with Williams’s caution, and even with its broader
farming roots, culture has very often been associated with a particular
kind of cultivation — that of refined pursuits, a kind of specialness that
needs to be honed. And it is seen to be best found in those populations
that already possess the dispositions and values that make them more
able to appreciate what is considered to be the best that society has to
offer. Culture then is what is found in the more pristine appreciations
and values of those above the rest of us. Those lower can be taught such
appreciations, but it is very hard and at times expensive work both on the
part of those who seek to impart this to society’s Others and even harder
work for those ‘not yet worthy’ people who are to be taught such refined
dispositions, values and appreciations. This sense of culture then carries
with it something of an imperialist project (Eagleton 2000: 46). As many
readers may know, this project has a long history in museums, in science
and the arts, and definitely in schools and their curricula.

Given this history, as you might imagine, the very idea of culture
has been a source of considerable and continuing controversy over its
assumptions, its cultural politics, its view of the differential worth of
various people in society and over who has the right to name something
as ‘culture’in the first place. As you might also imagine, there is an equally
long history of resistance to dominant understandings of ‘legitimate’
culture and an extensive literature in cultural studies, in social science
and in critical education that has taken these issues seriously (see,
e.g., Apple 2013; Apple et al. 2009; Clarke et al. 1979; Eagleton 2000;
Nelson and Grossberg 1988; Said 1993, 1994). The critical sociology of
curriculum is both a stimulus to and a product of this history. Indeed,
it is hard to fully understand Geoff Whitty’s (1985) contribution to
documenting the nature of these debates within education without also
connecting it to these larger issues.

One of the most significant advances that have been made in
education is the transformation of the question of ‘What knowledge is of
most worth?’ into ‘Whose knowledge is of most worth?’ This rewording
is not simply a linguistic issue. While we need to be careful in not
assuming that there is always a one-to-one correspondence between
‘legitimate’ knowledge and groups in power, in changing the focus the
question asks that we engage in a radical transformation of our ways
of thinking about the connections between what counts as important
knowledge in educational institutions and in the larger society and the
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existing relations of domination and subordination and struggles against
these relations. As I have documented, because it is a site of conflict
and struggle, ‘legitimate’ or ‘official’ knowledge is often a compromise,
not simply an imposition of dominant knowledge, values and dispos-
itions. Indeed, hegemonic blocs are often required to compromise in
order to generate consent and exert leadership (Apple 2014). All of this
has crucial implications for understanding what we choose to teach,
how we teach it and what values and identities underpin such choices
(Apple 2014).

Just as importantly, the question also demands that one word in
the final sentence be problematized — the word we. Who is the ‘we’? What
groups arrogate the centre to themselves, thereby seeing another group
as The Other? That word - ‘we’ — often symbolizes the manner in which
ideological forces and assumptions work inside and outside of education.
Especially when employed by dominant groups, ‘we’ functions as a
mechanism not only of inclusion, but powerfully of exclusion as well. It
is a verb that masquerades as a noun, in a manner similar to the word
‘minority’ or ‘slave’. No one is a ‘minority’. Someone must make another
a minority; someone or some group must minoritize another person
and group, in the same way that no one can be fully known as a slave.
Someone or some group must enslave someone else.

Ignoring this understanding cuts us off from seeing the often-ugly
realities of a society and its history. Perhaps even more crucially, it also
cuts us off from the immensely valuable historical and current struggles
against the gendered/sexed, classed and raced processes of dehuman-
ization. By severing the connections between nouns and verbs, it makes
invisible the actions and actors that make dominance seem normal. It
creates a vacant space that is all too often filled with dominant meanings
and identities.

These points may seem too abstract. But behind them is something
that lies at the heart of being critically democratic educators. A major
role they must play is to articulate both a vision and the reality of the fully
engaged critical scholar and educator, someone who refuses to accept an
education that does not simultaneously challenge the unreflective ‘we’
and also illuminates the path to a new politics of voice and recognition
in education. The task is to give embodied examples of critical analyses
and of a more robust sense of socially informed educational action as it
is actually lived out by real people, including committed educators and
cultural workers in the complex politics at multiple levels of education,
even when there predictably are tensions and contradictions. Geoff
Whitty was always deeply concerned with these complex politics at
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multiple levels, especially but not only in terms of the issues surrounding
policies involved in what should be taught, what counts as successful
teaching, how is it assessed and who should decide (see, e.g., Whitty
etal. 2016).

Of course, this concern is not new. Teachers, social activists
and scholars in multiple disciplines have spent years challenging the
boundaries of that usually unexamined space of the ‘we’ and resisting
the knowledge, perspectives, epistemological assumptions and accepted
voices that underpin them. There was no time when resistance, both
overt and covert, was not present (Berrey 2015). This is especially the
case in education, a field where the issues surrounding what and whose
knowledge should be taught and how it should be taught are taken very
seriously, especially by those people who are not included in the ways
in which dominant groups define that oh-so-dangerous word of ‘we’
(Auet al. 2016; Apple and Au 2014; Warmington 2014; Apple 2013).

Yet, there is another reason that the issues surrounding the
curriculum are central here. For all of the well-deserved attention that
is given to neoliberal agendas and policies, to privatization and choice
plans, to audit cultures and standardization, we must continue to pay
just as much attention to the actual stuff that is taught — and the ‘absent
presences’ (Macherey 2006) of what is not taught — in schools, as well as
to the concrete experiences of those who live and work in those buildings
called schools. Documenting and understanding these lived realities are
crucial to an interruptive strategy and to making connections between
these experiences and the possibilities of building and defending
something so much better. They are also crucial in building counter-
hegemonic alliances that create and defend alternatives to dominant
assumptions, policies and practices in education and the larger society.
This is not a utopian vision. There are very real instances of the successful
building of such alliances, of constructing a more inclusive ‘we’, ones that
show the power of connecting multiple groups of teachers, students,
parents and community members around an issue that they share. The
conflicts over school knowledge often play a key role here. And that is a
major focus of the two examples I give in the later sections of this chapter.

Knowledge and progressive mobilizations
First, let me make some general points. One of the most significant areas

that remain understudied is the complex role of struggles over what
counts as ‘legitimate knowledge’ in the formation of social mobilizations.
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Yet this phenomenon is crucial to the debates over whether education
has a role to play in social transformation (see, e.g., Apple et al. 2018;
Apple 2013). In the next section of this chapter, I examine the place of
conflicts over official knowledge in the formation of counter-hegemonic
movements. I pay particular attention to some examples of student and
community mobilizations in the United States to defend progressive
curricula and to build alliances that counter rightist gains.

It is worth stressing again that these examples of the politics of
culture and identity surrounding schooling document the significance of
curriculum struggles in the formation of both hegemonic and counter-
hegemonic movements. As I noted above, the fact that there is all too
often an absence of in-depth analyses of what is and is not actually
taught, of the politics of ‘official knowledge’ (Apple 2014) in so many
critical discussions of the role of neoliberalism in education is notable.
We simply cannot grasp the reasons why so many people are convinced
to come under the ideological leadership of dominant groups — or act to
resist such leadership — if we do not give a prime place to the struggle
over meanings in the formation of identity. This also makes Geoff
Whitty’s earlier work on the sociology of school knowledge such a lasting
contribution.

Social movements — both progressive and retrogressive — often
form around issues that are central to people’s identities, cultures and
histories (Apple 2013; Giugni et al. 1999; see also Binder 2002). More
attention theoretically, historically and empirically to the centrality of
such struggles could provide more nuanced approaches to the reasons
various aspects of conservative modernizing positions are found
compelling, and just as importantly to the ways in which movements that
interrupt neoliberal agendas have been and can be built (Apple 2013).

The importance of this is again clearly visible in the two analyses
that follow of mobilizations against rightist efforts to move the content
of the curriculum in very conservative and often racist directions. The
first alliance was built in response to the conservative takeover of a
local elected school board in the western part of the United States. It
galvanized students, teachers, parents and other community groups
to not only overturn some very conservative curricular decisions, but
also resulted in the election of a more progressive school board. Both
neoliberal and neoconservative policies were challenged successfully,
in spite of the fact that the conservative majority of the school board
had received a large amount of financial and ideological support by the
Koch brothers-backed group Americans for Prosperity, one of the most
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powerful and well-funded rightist organizations in the United States
(see, e.g., Schirmer and Apple 2016).

The second example focuses on the role of students in the struggle
over racist policies of incarceration and funding cuts in education.
Here the students employed what is usually seen as ‘elite knowledge’ to
interrupt dominant policies and to build a larger alliance. At the same
time, they successfully challenged not only educational decisions, but
the normalization of the racializing underpinnings of the ‘carceral state’
(Alexander 2012; Foucault 1977). Let us now turn to the examples.

Students in the lead

In the United States, conservative organizations have increasingly
focused their efforts on the local state. In the late summer of 2015, field
organizers for the well-funded and powerful right-wing group Americans
for Prosperity marched through the streets of Jefferson County, Colorado
(known as Jeffco), knocking on doors and leafleting voters about the
upcoming school board recall election. Jeffco had become deeply tangled
in political battles, and the school board became a key site for these
struggles. Jeffco had a mix of conservative and liberal tendencies. This
mix was important outside as well as inside the town. In such a political
context, skirmishes between conservative and progressive forces were
considered predictive for the rest of the state. As one political analyst told
news reporters, ‘As Jefferson County goes so goes the state of Colorado,
that’s why the stakes are so high here because it is a leading indicator
or a bellwether. . . . It is ground zero for all kinds of political wars but at
the moment that political war is over the public education system’ (CBS
Denver 2015).

In 2013 three conservative school board members gained control
of the Jeffco school board, and immediately pushed forward a series of
controversial educational policies. First, the school board recruited and
hired a new superintendent, whose starting salary of $280,000 a year
— one of the highest paid education employees in the state — provoked
public consternation (Garcia 2014b). Second, the conservative school
board and superintendent expanded school choice models by increasing
funding for additional charter schools and requiring that private and
public charter schools receive equal per-pupil funding as public schools
(Garcia 2014a). Third, the school board disbanded the union-approved
teacher pay salary scale and instead implemented a highly controversial
performance-based pay compensation model.
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The final straw in the school district, however, was when the newly
conservative board ordered changes to the school district’s Advanced
Placement U.S. History curriculum to promote more ‘positive’ aspects of
national heritage by eliminating histories of US social movements. The
curriculum changes were designed to ‘promote citizenship, patriotism,
essentials and benefits of the free-market system, respect for authority
and respect for individual rights’ while minimizing and discouraging
the role of ‘civil disorder, social strife or disregard of the law’ (CBS News
2014).

This last ‘reform’ — the attack on more progressive elements in the
curriculum — provided the spark that turned into a fire that could not be
controlled by the Right. In response to the curriculum changes, hundreds
of students walked out of six high schools in the district in protest.
Marching and carrying signs with slogans such as ‘There is nothing
more patriotic than protest’, ‘People didn’t die so we could erase them’,
‘My education is not your political agenda’ and ‘I got 99 problems and
the B.O.E. is all of them’, the students’ demonstrations caught national
attention.

The effects of this spread not only to an increasing number of
students, but also to the district’s teachers and the community. The
students’ willingness to mobilize inspired teachers to conduct a two-day
sick-out in protest of the changes to their pay scales, which would now
implement performance-related pay for teachers based on students’
standardized test performance. This change frustrated many teachers,
who believed such compensation models were not only disproved by
research, but also damaged the collaboration and mentorship necessary
for effective teaching (Robles 2015). Parents also began to organize,
creating an online petition that garnered tens of thousands of signatures
from around the country.

Fed up with the curricular changes as well as a lack of investment
in important school programmes, like defunding an all-day kindergar-
ten for ‘at-risk’ students, a group of parents, teachers and community
members organized a recall election of the three conservative school
board members. The grassroots recall election triggered the interest
of Americans for Prosperity. Determined to support the conserva-
tive candidates and defeat the community recall effort, Americans for
Prosperity spent over $180,000 (a very large amount for a local school
board race) on their opposition campaign, paying for flyers, door
knocking and a $70,000 television ad. As the Colorado state director of
Americans for Prosperity candidly declared, ‘We advocate competition.
Education shouldn’t be different’; ‘Competition really raises the quality
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of education. . . . Where you get the best solutions is through free market
principles’ (Robles 2015). Despite their heavily financed campaign
to protect the conservative school board, the efforts of Americans
for Prosperity were not successful. In November 2015, all three of the
conservative candidates were recalled. This defeat became a symbol of
progressive potential for many other communities throughout the nation.

While this seems like simply a small ‘local’ defeat, in many ways
Jeffco constitutes a test case for the conservative movement’s focus not
only on national and state-wide rightist elections, but increasingly on
local mobilizations. Jeffco was a politically mixed school district that
faced neoliberal education reform agendas: high-paid administrators,
expanding school choice policies at the expense of educational equity,
changes to teachers’ employment rights and diminished community
morale. In the district, progressives mounted opposition campaigns to the
conservative policy regime of the school board. In response to organized
progressive activism, Americans for Prosperity poured more funds into
the conservative campaigns in the district. Yet, unlike a number of other
high-profile school districts, progressives in Jeffco successfully defeated
the conservatives (see Apple et al. 2018; Schirmer and Apple 2016). Why
did such a well-funded rightist campaign lose in Jeffco?

Three key elements exist in the struggles in Jeffco. First, conser-
vative forces in Jeffco focused their vision on key educational policy
forms (such as teachers’ contracts and school choice proposals), but
also on such issues as educational content itself — the knowledge, values
and stories that get taught in schools. This recognition of the cultural
struggles at stake in educational policy signalled their engagement
in a deeper level of ideological reformation. By overtly restricting the
curriculum to supposed ‘patriotic’ narratives and excluding histories of
protest and injustice, the conservative school board majority attempted
to exercise their power to create ideological dominance. Yet, despite
the school board’s attempt to control the social narratives of meaning,
they missed a key component of ideological formation: meaning is
neither necessarily objective nor intrinsic, and therefore cannot simply
be delivered by school boards or other powers, no matter the amount
of campaign financings. Rather, meaning is constantly being constructed
and co-constructed, determined by its social surroundings.

In the case of Jeffco, this meant that students’ response to the
curricular changes became very significant. Students’ organized
resistance became a leading and highly visible cause. One of its major
effects was that it also encouraged teachers to mobilize against the
school board. This is the second key element in Jeffco. In Jeffco, both
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students and teachers alike engaged in direct actions of protest and,
importantly, exit. Students walked out of school; teachers withheld
their labour in coordinated sick-outs. As social movement scholars
inform us, the most significant impacts of social movements are often
not immediate changes to social policy or programmes, but rather the
personal consequences of participating in activism. Once engaged with
networks of other activists, participants have both attitudinal willingness
and structural resources and skills to again participate in other activist
efforts (e.g. McAdam 1989). Organizing and participating in a series of
effective walkouts created activist identities for Jeffco high schoolers.
Cultural struggles over what should be taught, struggles that were close
to home for students and parents, galvanized action. This has important
implications for how we think about what kinds of struggles can generate
progressive transformations. As I noted earlier, and as Nancy Fraser
reminds us, a politics of recognition as well as a politics of redistribution
is crucial (Fraser 1997; see also Apple 2013).

Finally, supporters of public education in Jeffco were able to
develop a coalition around multiple issues: curricula, teachers’ compen-
sation models and school choice. This mobilized a coalition that had
sufficient popular support and power to successfully recall the conserva-
tive candidates. Thus, progressives in Jeffco were able to form a powerful
alliance that addressed multiple registers of the impending conserva-
tive reforms. This is truly significant since in other similar places it was
conservatives who formed such alliances (Schirmer and Apple 2016).
The creation of what I have elsewhere called ‘decentred unities’ (Apple
2013) provided the social glue and cooperative forms of support that
countered rightist money.

The failure of the Right in Jeffco reveals some key lessons in the
strategies of rightist movements. As I pointed out, the Right has shown
a growing commitment to small political spaces, and the political
persistence necessary to take control of them. There are now many
examples where the Right has successfully occupied micro political
spaces by waging lawsuits against the liberal school boards, running
political candidates to take over local school boards and providing large
amounts of financial support for these candidates. We also know that
conservative movements offer identities that provide attractive forms
of agency to many people. In the process, these movements engage in a
form of social pedagogy, creating a hegemonic umbrella that effectively
combines multiple ideological elements to form a more unified movement
(Schirmer and Apple 2016; Apple 2006).
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But as the example of Jeffco demonstrates, the Right is not alone
in understanding this. In Jeffco, this creative stitching together of new
activist identities into a united movement was crucial. Stimulated by
student protests against the attacks on progressive elements within the
curriculum, a series of issues that could have divided people into separate
constituencies instead united students with parents and teachers around
curricular changes, anti-school choice plans and against merit pay
for teachers. Whether this alliance can last is an open question. But
there can be no doubt that the initiative taken by students to challenge
conservative attempts to redefine ‘official knowledge’ played a crucial
role creating new more activist identities, for students and others. The
leadership of students was a key driver.

Elite knowledge, racialization and the (in)justice system

The above example of Jeffco directs our attention to the local level
and to issues internal to schools. But there are other examples of how
progressive alliances can be built that start out with a focus on school
knowledge but extend their effects well beyond the school system to the
larger society. These alliances may start with educational action and then
spread out to other institutions and groups in important ways. And once
again, students have often been at the centre. The movement by students
in Baltimore to interrupt the all too visible school-to-prison pipeline is a
significant example here (see Alexander 2012).

Baltimore is one of the poorest cities in the United States. It is
highly segregated by race; it has extremely high rates of impoverish-
ment and unemployment among minoritized communities, and among
the highest rates of incarceration of people of colour in the nation. The
city and state were faced with predictable economic turmoil due to the
fiscal crisis of the state in a time of capital flight and the racial specifici-
ties of capital’s evacuation of its social responsibilities to the urban core.
As very necessary social programmes were being cut, money that would
have gone to such programmes was in essence being transferred to what
is best thought of as the (in)justice system. In this case, a large amount
of public money was to be spent on the construction of a new detention
facility for juvenile offenders’. The unstated choice was ‘jail’ or social and
educational programmes. And the choice increasingly seemed to be jail.

This meant that educational funding for the development of
innovative and more culturally responsive school programmes, teachers,
community outreach and building maintenance — the entire range of
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things that make schooling an investment in poor youth in particular —
were under even more threat than usual. In this example again, youth
mobilization was a central driving force in acting against this neoliberal
and racializing agenda (Farooq 2012).

Student activists within minoritized communities in that city
pressed forward with a campaign to block the construction of the youth
detention facility. A key here is a curriculum project — the Algebra Project
—that was created as an effort to equip marginalized poor youth of colour
with ‘academic’ knowledge that is usually denied to them, especially
high-status mathematical knowledge such as algebra and similar
subjects (Moses and Cobb 2002). The Algebra Project has developed a
national reputation for its hard work in pressing for responsive models
of curriculum and teaching in a subject — mathematics — that has been
a very real sorting device that actively marginalizes and segregates all
too many youths of colour. While the project is controversial within some
segments of oppressed communities, there can be no doubt about its
fundamental commitment to providing a transformative education to
youth of colour (Moses and Cobb 2002). The similarities between the
goals of this approach and Antonio Gramsci’s position that oppressed
people must have both the right and the means to reappropriate elite
knowledge are very visible (see Apple 1996).

When public funding for the Algebra Project in which the students
participated was threatened, the leaders of the project urged students
to ‘advocate on their own behalf’. This continued a vital tradition in
which the Algebra Project itself had aggressively (and appropriately and
creatively) pushed state lawmakers ‘to release about $1 billion in court
mandated education funding, engaging in civil disobedience, student
strikes and street theater to drive home its message: “No education, no
life”” (Farooq 2012: 5).

Beginning in 2010 the students engaged in a campaign to block
the building of the detention centre. They were all too familiar with the
tragic and strikingly unequal rates of arrests and incarcerations within
black and brown communities compared to dominant populations. They
each knew first-hand about the nature of police violence, about what
happened in such juvenile jails’, and the implications of such rates of
arrest and violence on their own and their community’s and family’s
futures.

Using their mathematical skills and understanding that had been
developed in the project, they engaged in activist-oriented research
demonstrating that youth crime had actually dropped precipitously in
Baltimore. Thus, these and other facts were on their side. Coalitions
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against the detention centre were formed, including an alliance with
community groups, with critical journalists and with the Occupy
Baltimore movement. The proposed construction site was occupied.
And even with dispersals and arrests, ‘daily civil disobedience and
teach-ins persisted’ (Farooq 2012: 5). All of this generated a good deal
of public attention and had the additional effect of undercutting the
all too common and persistent racist stereotypes of youth of colour as
uncaring, irresponsible, unknowledgeable and as uninvolved in their
education. The coalition’s persistence paid off. The 2013 state budget did
not include funding for yet another youth prison (Farooq 2012: 5). But
the activist identities developed by the students remained.

The implications of this example are clear. The campaign grew
from the Algebra Project and its programme of reconstituting knowledge,
what it means to know and who are seen as knowers. It then led to
enhanced understandings of oppressive realities and misplaced budget
priorities, to activist identities, to committed action, to alliance building,
recursively back to even more committed action and then to success. Like
the previous example from Jeffco, it was students who took control of
their own lives and their lived experiences, this time with an oppressive
(in)justice system that incarcerated large numbers of the community’s
youth.

Once again, among the most important actors were the students.
Their mobilization and leadership were based not only on the larger
concerns with the claims of neoliberalism. Rather the radical changes
that the conservatives wanted to make that would limit the possibil-
ities of serious and progressive engagement with important and often
denied subject matter also drove the students to act. Clearly, then, the
curriculum itself can be and is a primary focus of educational struggles,
and is exactly what can be seen in the struggle by the youth of colour
involved in the Algebra Project in Baltimore when they employed that
project and its knowledge to create alliances and to successfully stop
the building of a new juvenile prison there. A form of knowledge that
was usually seen as ‘useless’ and simply the knowledge of elites was
connected to the lived realities of youth in a manner that enabled them
to become activists of their own lives (Apple 2013).

Conclusion

Like me, Geoff Whitty consistently grounded his work in the belief that
it is absolutely crucial to understand the social realities of schooling
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(see, e.g., Whitty 2002). What is happening today makes these analyses
even more significant. As I have shown, it is not neoliberalism and its
attendant policy initiatives alone that are changing our commonsense
about education. Indeed, it is a major error to reduce our critical analyses
of education to simply being a reflection of one set of tendencies within a
dominant hegemonic bloc (Apple 2006, 2014).

In expanding our focus, in this chapter I have chosen to focus on
struggles over ‘culture’, over what counts as ‘official knowledge’ in schools
and over its uses inside the school, but also in assisting and generating
mobilizations against dominant policies and practices. There can be no
doubt that Geoff believed very strongly that we have an ethical obligation
to challenge these dominant policies and practices and that it is crucial to
defend a robust education that is based on human flourishing.

As I noted, these kinds of issues were central to Geoff’s work on the
politics of school knowledge (Whitty 1985). In fact, he was a chronicler
of these tensions and issues in multiple books and articles.

But for those of us engaged in critical social and cultural research,
one other question has stood behind each of these other issues. It is the
central organizing question that gives meaning to these others. Indeed,
it is the basic issue that guides any critical education and especially
the critical sociology of education. Can schools change society? This is
the fundamental question that has guided almost all of my books and
much of the political and educational action of many critical educators
throughout the world. I do not think that we can understand much of
Geoff’s lifetime of work without understanding his dedication to helping
us understand what this means to critical educational theory, research,
policy and practice.

The two examples I gave in this chapter signify the continuing
search to answer this question in the affirmative. As I argue in Can
Education Change Society? (Apple 2013), schools are key parts of society,
not something that stand outside of it. Struggling over ‘legitimate’
culture, over educators’ labour processes, over privatization and so much
more is struggling over society. Anything less risks accepting cynicism
and despair. In my many discussions with Geoff over the decades of our
friendship, his commitment to fight against such cynicism and despair
was visible.

But he was not a romantic. Indeed, from the very beginning he
warned against the ‘romantic possibilitarian’ tendencies of the Left
(Whitty 1974). Instead, he believed that our ‘journey of hope’ must be
grounded in our own continual development of serious knowledge of the
concrete ways in which our attempts to build a more socially critical and
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responsive education always occurs in a social and cultural field whose
traditions and realities offer both limits and possibilities. And he spent
much of his life offering us examples of the kinds of knowledge needed to
engage with these realities. Here too, his own ‘struggle over knowledge’
was important not only for him, but to us as well. One of the best ways to
honour Geoff is to continue to ask and answer the questions surrounding
the politics of knowledge inside and outside of education.
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Chapter 2

Sex, Sexuality and HIV: ‘Education’,
in the Broadest Sense of the Word

Peter Aggleton

I first met Geoff Whitty in 1977 in the basement of a bar in Bath called The
Huntsman. [ had been appointed to a lectureship in teacher education at
what was then the City of Bath Technical College having just completed a
postgraduate degree in education at the University of Aberdeen, where I
had been taught by John Nisbet.

I was taken to the bar by one of the Postgraduate Certificate
of Education students placed with me that year at the college. She
introduced me to the other students and to Geoff who was sitting with
them, as relaxed as anything, listening and sharing his thoughts. We
talked for a bit. At some point, he asked whether I had thought of doing
another degree, a PhD, and I replied, no, not really — until I found a ‘good’
supervisor. He looked at me quizzically and both he and I never forgot
that conversation. In retrospect, it may have sounded slightly offhand to
speak in this way, but at the time I was somewhat tongue-tied and in
awe. I have always been shy, as I was later to learn that Geoff was too,
and shyness can sometimes cause the wrong things to be said.

While studying in Aberdeen I had come across two of Geoff’s
books in the library — the first was entitled Explorations in the Politics
of School Knowledge (Nafferton, 1976), edited by Geoff and Michael
Young, and the second was another collection entitled Society, State
and Schooling: Readings on the Possibilities for Radical Education (Falmer
Press, 1977) edited this time by Michael and Geoff, in that order. Both
books opened my mind dramatically, to the political nature of knowledge
and to the politics of education and schooling. If pushed to identify
myself in disciplinary terms, I had hitherto seen myself as a psychologist,



although I had taught sociology and other subjects at a further education
college in Worthing before travelling north to Aberdeen, but this was to
be a new awakening.

Both at the time and in retrospect, it was the passion evident in
both of these books that most appealed to me. The writing itself was at
times difficult to understand but the values that underpinned it were
clear: we live in a profoundly unequal world and inequalities (of class,
gender, race, etc.) are not inevitable, nor are they fair. Instead, they call
to be identified, understood and remedied. Perhaps for the first time, but
not for the last, I came to understand that good quality social research
is, and must always be, value-informed — and the particular set of values
that one adheres to really does matter.

After a short while teaching craft caterers, stonemasons, motor
vehicle apprentices and others at ‘Bath Tech’, as it was affectionately
known, I plucked up courage to approach Geoff and asked to be registered
as one of his students. At the time, he was very much involved in writing
and teaching the Open University’s Schooling and Society course, taking
forward with others many of the ideas contained in the aforementioned
two books. I was teaching the Open University’s foundation course in
social science at the same time and my understanding of sociology had
grown; we met on various occasions and I began my doctorate with him,
part-time, looking at issues of cultural and social reproduction among
young people studying in further education.

After gaining an award for full-time study and after Geoff himself
had moved to King’s College in London, I finished the degree there —
with Geoff as my supervisor and Basil Bernstein as mentor to us both.
It was a challenging experience and one that affected me deeply - intel-
lectually, socially and in terms of gender and sexuality. No longer could
I see the world in the terms promoted by individual psychology. People
both personally and collectively may have a degree of agency, but they
exercise this within contexts determined by history, limiting possibilities
and, for many, introducing very real constraints. It was the structured
nature of these inequalities that interested me most. I found myself
wondering, where do they come from, what purpose do they serve, and
how can we change things for the better?

I continued to work at the technical college in Bath until 1984
when I was offered a position as a lecturer in sociology at Bath College
of Higher Education. One year later, in 1985, I was appointed to the
full-time staff in the Department of Education at Bristol Polytechnic. I
had worked there part-time for about five years, teaching on a certificate
course for teachers in adult and further education, but when Geoff

SEX, SEXUALITY AND HIV

29



30

moved from London to become head of department, I became full time.
Together with Len Barton, Gill Crozier, David Halpin, Andrew Pollard,
David James and many others, we became pioneers of a kind, putting
into practice what we felt was right for late twentieth-century teacher
education, seizing the numerous opportunities the Thatcher government
perversely provided us with, and transforming the polytechnic’s hitherto
somewhat conservative teacher training department into the radical
new set-up it became.

Scarcely two years passed though when the world was shaken by the
advent of acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) - an incurable
disease which, in the West at least, was seen primarily to affect gay
men, sex workers and people who injected drugs. There was no effective
treatment and, for some time after the first cases were diagnosed, no
clear understanding of the condition’s aetiology. Panic set in. In the UK,
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, and in the USA, President Ronald
Reagan, among others, viewed the disease as an opportunity to reclaim
a supposedly lost morality. Thatcher attempted to ban the first national
survey of sexual attitudes and lifestyles, claiming that the average British
household would be affronted to be asked questions about sex, while
Reagan was US president for nearly five years before he uttered the word
‘AIDS’ in public, and engaged with a health crisis that would kill more
than half a million people in the USA.

Others were more circumspect, especially after a viral cause in
the form of the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) was identified
and cases of AIDS were diagnosed among people with haemophilia and
blood transfusion recipients and among a wide range of adults (and later
children) in the countries of the Global South. Into the vacuum created by
government inaction stepped a host of new social actors, including well-
meaning clergy and other religious leaders; physicians and nurses who
had cared for some of the first people to be affected by HIV; lesbian, gay
and bisexual community groups; HIV activists; social and behavioural
researchers; and many others. The beginnings of the fightback had
begun, with people and affected communities taking matters into their
own hands. Where governments and national authorities feared to
tread, gay men, lesbians, sex workers, drugs workers and others took the
lead, founding one the most effective social movements for change the
twentieth century was to see.

But what did teacher education do? Nationally in Britain, very
little, since few teacher educators wanted to claim special expertise in
responding to an issue that seemed to affect sexual and social minorities,
and others felt it quite improper for children in schools to be taught
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anything about sex and drug use. A combination of denial, refusal,
embarrassment and shame stalked the corridors of many a teacher
training institution. Even well-established health education courses in
England preferred to stick with talking about diet, nutrition, smoking
and physical activity than engage with an epidemic that raised questions
about sex, sexuality and drug injection.

Geoff took a quite different view. Seeing HIV as being as much
a social issue as a medical one, and viewing the manner in which the
epidemiology of the epidemic played unwaveringly into the fissures and
fractures of an unequal world, here was an opportunity to more properly
understand and make a difference through education. Together, we
were lucky in winning a series of major research contracts at Bristol
Polytechnic, initially from agencies such as the Health Education
Authority (created in 1987 from the earlier Health Education Council
as a special health authority with a specific remit to tackle AIDS) and
charities such as the AIDS Education Research Trust (AVERT) but later
from a variety of government departments. One of the first projects we
worked on was an evaluation of the government’s AIDS: Your Choice for
Life video resource for schools. I recruited Marilyn Toft, who had been
working as a teacher at Hartcliffe School in Bristol, to lead the work and
we began a collaboration that lasts until this day.

But the early years of the HIV epidemic were tough and called
for stamina and diplomacy in considerable quantities. Some of the key
issues concerned the messages that needed to be promoted as part of
an evidence-informed response to the epidemic. Conservative morality
was everywhere at the time. Books on sex and sexuality (both same-sex
sexuality and otherwise) were hard to obtain other than through
specialist booksellers such as Gay’s the Word in London. Her Majesty’s
Customs and Excise intercepted, delayed and sometimes destroyed
imported material from the USA on topics such as anal sex, which were
deemed inappropriate or obscene. And if they were not intercepted at
the border, such materials could be intercepted by the institution where
you worked! I recall one day Geoff bringing over to my office a parcel of
books containing copies of the Joy of Gay Sex and the Joy of Lesbian Sex,
which had been placed on his (the head of department’s) desk already
opened by a well-meaning administrator with a note asking, ‘Is this really
suitable for a Department of Education?’ On another occasion, he had to
confront a senior member of staff who came to his office to express the
view that it would damage the polytechnic’s relationship with primary
schools were it to become too widely known about that the department
was working on education about AIDS.
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In the face of such adversity, Geoff’s commitment to issues of sex,
sexuality, drug use, education and health was unwavering. He let it be
known that the work would continue and indeed expand, that Bristol
Polytechnic’s Department of Education would host the 1st National
Conference on the Social Aspects of AIDS in September 1986, and that
new accommodation would be found for the rapidly growing research
and development team. Within a very short period of time, this team had
increased in number to around 20 in total with its work contributing to
nearly 70 per cent of the department’s research income at the time.

But from time to time a different kind of support was needed, and
in the provision of this Geoff was a rock to be relied upon. In my earlier
research with young people, I had learned from Geoff and other writers
such as John Clarke, Stuart Hall, Tony Jefferson, Angela McRobbie and
Paul Gilroy that the outcomes of any ‘fightback’ could be contradictory
and to a degree unpredictable. Subcultural resistance, for example,
could contribute to the reproduction of class, gender and racial inequal-
ities in a very profound way, and the youth ‘revolutions’ of the 1960s and
1970s were as much about individualization and personal struggle as
they were about social change. So it was with HIV and AIDS. As senior
politicians and government officials (including within the Department of
Health in London) sought to suppress and repress, so the reaction grew.
Under the influence of efforts to shut it up and keep it quiet, sexuality
was let of out the box in a way it never had been — as something that was
there, all around us in a sense, calling for attention. The personal and
political were never more intertwined, as sexual and gender minorities,
sex workers and drug users, struggled together with straight friends and
allies to confront the stereotypes and prejudices that the HIV epidemic
had unleashed.

While for some this was all too much, for others it provided the
opportunity to tackle broader issues such as the rights of lesbian and
gay teachers in polytechnic and university departments of education.
Marjorie Smith, who was then a special needs lecturer at Bristol
Polytechnic, led the charge, supported by students and a variety of
colleagues, calling for its Department of Education to take a public stance
on the matter. While her actions and those of the group she represented
triggered a more wide-ranging equalities review within the department,
they created freedoms and a change of climate that were a harbinger
of things to come. I myself was able to come out as an openly gay man
working in a senior role in a well-respected institute of teacher education,
something that had not been possible before. I smile now when I recall
being asked, ‘Are you a married man?’, during an earlier interview at
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another institution. In near terror, I said nothing; such was the silence
and fear at that time. Much had changed since then of course, some of
it under the influence of the pressure for structural change triggered by
HIV, but some of it as the result of individual acts of agency by kind and
forward-looking individuals such as Geoff himself. It should be noted
that Geoff’s care for others extended well beyond the institution in which
he worked, and he would often be there for friends who were navigating
difficult personal circumstances. It was well beyond the call of duty for
him to be involved, but he did what he felt right, with compassion and
understanding at all times.

I learned much about both the personal and the political from
Geoff: through the articles and books he encouraged me to read, through
the writing we did together and through the professional interventions
we made locally and nationally. Being a gay man in teacher education
was and is not easy — too many stereotypes (and the odd unhelpful
individual) abound - and the cloak of victimhood is too easily assumed.
As with all inequalities — of gender, class, disability and race — those of
sexuality call for recognition and response in ways that are genuinely
empowering for the persons concerned. We need the strong to stand up
for us, and Geoff did this in no small way, both at Bristol and later at
Goldsmith’s College in London where we took the core of the Bristol HIV
team in 1989 following Geoff’s appointment as Goldsmith’s Professor of
Education Policy and Management.

By now, the interests of the group had expanded to embrace a wide
range of policy and practice considerations. We named the group the
Health and Education Research Unit (HERU) and its members included
Elaine Chase, the late Helen Thomas and Ian Warwick, who had been
with us at Bristol. We recruited an extraordinarily talented group of
support staff and researchers, including Paul Tyrer, Austin Taylor-
Laybourn, Bridget Sansom (Sojourner) and the late Kim Rivers. With
the passage of time, our work came increasingly to focus on organiza-
tional and institutional aspects of HIV, sexuality and health and adopted
a broader international focus. Just like in England, most mainstream
educationalists and health educators, in Europe and elsewhere, had little
to say about HIV when the epidemic first appeared. Its closeness to sex
and sexuality frightened so many of them away.

It was within this space that a new set of researchers, advocates
and practitioners emerged — many of them influenced by close-hand
experience with the epidemic itself; others fired by the desire to do good
in a situation that others eschewed. They were strange times in many
ways — our days were filled with upset and dread, not least because for
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a while some of us feared that, in the eyes of the Thatcher government,
gay men were viewed as ‘disposable in their entirety’ (Watney 2000). But
there was also the excitement of working across disciplines and across
the research, policy and practice divide. Annabel Kanabus, one of the
founders of the HIV education charity AVERT, wrote, ‘It is hard now to
describe what it was like in those early years. The fear, the uncertainty,
the sickness and the deaths. But it also brought together people who had
a common aim of overcoming the problems, people whose lives would
never otherwise have crossed’ (AVERT n.d.)

The alliance between doctors, social scientists, community
workers and activists that would prove so central to the response to
HIV was beginning to take shape, and HERU was central to this work.
While others brought with them their expertise in public health,
community organizing or psychology, what we brought was a distinct-
ively educational stance — not ‘education’ in the limited sense of schools
and schooling but education ‘in its broadest sense’ — as a set of values
and practices concerned with politics and the opening up of issues for
debate; rights and responsibilities, both individual and collective; and
as a force for good and a power for change. This was the approach to
education that Geoff later pursued after becoming director of the
Institute of Education in London. It involved being committed, politically
astute, strongly theorized, and policy- and practice-relevant, all at the
same time. We began to be noticed and have an impact.

In late 1992 I was invited to join the full-time staff of the World
Health Organization’s (WHO) Global Programme on AIDS, as chief of
social and behavioural studies and support. I took with me into that
environment much of what I had learned from Geoff but gained new
insight into international policymaking and policy change while working
at a high level with governments all over the world. I clung to optimism
in the face of adversity, as had been Geoff’s approach, and was constantly
reminded of the need not to become disillusioned when things did not
go as expected, and when intractable hurdles presented themselves.
Some of the biggest challenges at that time (and to this day) involved
ensuring that understandings of sex, sexuality and relationships remain
culturally and socially informed — by this I mean neither reduced’ to the
‘input-output’ frame of reference characteristic of much of mainstream
public health, nor transformed into risk behaviours and practices as
some psychologists and public health specialists would have it. Instead,
what people do and believe sexually carries meaning — both individually
and culturally — and this must be understood in relation to the time and
place at which it occurs. Understanding these meanings and working
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with them educationally is what HIV prevention, stigma reduction and
the care of people living with and affected by HIV is all about.

Had I never met Geoff, and had I not developed a sociological
imagination through our work together, I might never have understood.
But more than this, Geoff’s commitment to understanding and tackling
inequality opened my eyes to the deeper, more structural forces behind
the global epidemic. People who are marginalized — including sex
workers and drug users, people who are poor, women and girls in many
contexts, people who are racially or ethnically dispossessed or discrim-
inated against, and gender and sexual minorities — all come off worse
in the HIV epidemic. Programmatic intervention therefore demands far
more than the provision of facts, services and skills. Instead, it requires
structural change, of the kind that was by the early 2000s able to make
HIV antiretroviral medication available to countless millions of people
worldwide, at a speed and in a way never believed possible and never
before achieved.

Continuing to work closely with the UN system throughout much
of the 1990s and 2000s, I returned to the UK and to the Institute of
Education, to which Geoff himself had moved, initially as Karl Mannheim
Chair in the Sociology of Education and then later as its director. With my
move to Geneva and Geoff’s change of institution within London, HERU
had been relocated to the Institute of Education and the Department of
Policy Studies. Scarcely had I arrived at the Institute, however, than I
was asked by Peter Mortimore (the then Institute director) to take on the
directorship of the Thomas Coram Research Unit (TCRU), a position I
was to hold for 10 years.

It was within this environment that a set of further skills came into
play, skills that had been acquired first at Bristol and later at the WHO in
Geneva. TCRU’s remit at the time was for the health, care and well-being
of children, young people and their families across family, health, social
care and other settings. The unit was relatively small when I arrived, and
some of its staff felt it odd to be based in an Institute of Education when
much of the unit’s work focused on children, parents and families. During
the first couple of years of my directorship, there was much talk about
the need to ‘break away’ since the unit’s mission was felt to be so poorly
understood by the Institute’s senior management. All this was to change
however, aided by the election of a New Labour government concerned
to ‘join together’ policies, services and administrative arrangements for
children, young people, families and education that had hitherto been
kept apart.

SEX, SEXUALITY AND HIV

35



36

TCRU’s major programme of research funded by the Department of
Health came quickly to be complemented by two additional programmes.
Safe Passages to Adulthood, which aimed to promote sexual health and
well-being among young people in developing countries, was funded
by the UK Department for International Development. A collaboration
between the University of Southampton, the London School of Hygiene
and Tropical Medicine and the Institute of Education, the programme ran
for seven years in total, with TCRU providing the ‘educational’ backbone
to much of the work. It was later joined by an additional programme
of research funded by the then Department for Children, Schools and
Families (DCSF), which included studies on work and family life led by
Peter Moss and by Julia Brannen, as well as some highly innovative work
on social pedagogy, under the directorship of Pat Petrie. But it was in
fields beyond these specially commissioned departmental programmes
that TCRU’s influence also began to grow. The first three evaluations of
the National Healthy Schools Programme in England (jointly funded
by Department of Health and DCSF) were undertaken from within the
unit and a series of studies (some funded by DCSF itself and led by Ian
Warwick) returned to the theme of sexuality by putting homophobic
bullying in schools on the national agenda. Their legacy was profound
and laid the foundations for the zero-tolerance policy shift endorsed by
all the major UK political parties and that remains in place today.

Although Geoff had not been keen on my move to TCRU so soon
after joining the Institute of Education, he was strongly supportive of all
this work and indeed of the research unit itself after he became Institute
director in 2000. The fact that we were able to undertake high-quality
research so closely aligned to national and international policy agendas
was in some ways a product of its time. The New Labour governments
from the late 1990s until 2010 were remarkable for the partnerships
they built with key academics and the institutions in which they worked.
Subsequent coalition and Conservative governments in the UK have
preferred to keep university researchers at arms-length when it comes to
social policy formulation and implementation.

Internationally, TCRU research at this same time — supported by
Geoff institutionally and intellectually — had tremendous impact. With
funding from the WHO, technical guidance was developed on a broad
range of topics including sexual health promotion and HIV prevention
and care among vulnerable young people. Funding from United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and Joint
United Nations Programme on HIV and AIDS (UNAIDS) led to the
development of the first international framework on Education and HIV:
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A Strategic Approach. Support from UNAIDS led to the development (with
Richard Parker at Columbia University, New York) of the conceptual
framework on HIV-related stigma, discrimination and human rights,
which underpinned the 2002 and 2003 World AIDS Campaigns. Work
with UNESCO informed and aided the development of their Technical
Guidance on Sexuality Education, first published in 2009. Such was the
reputation of the Institute of Education, that around the same time the
New York-based Ford Foundation commissioned an ongoing formative
evaluation of its Global Dialogues for Sexual Health (the largest funding
initiative of its kind ever undertaken) from TCRU with myself as its
director. Over the next seven years, extended periods of fieldwork took
place in the USA, Latin America (Brazil, Mexico and Peru), Africa (Egypt,
Nigeria and South Africa), South Asia (India) and South-east Asia
(Vietnam and the Philippines).

In 2009 I left the Institute to take up a new role as inaugural head
of the School of Education and Social Work at the University of Sussex.
I had a house in Brighton, having lived there since the early 1990s, and
the commute to London was taking its toll. But not so long after that I
would be on the move once again.

Australia calls (us both)

Throughout my time at the Institute of Education and at the University of
Sussex I held a visiting professorship in the National Centre in HIV Social
Research at Macquarie University in Sydney and then at the University
of New South Wales (UNSW). In late 2011, I was asked by UNSW to take
up a professorship in education and health. I moved to Australia in early
2012 and currently lead research on topics as diverse as sexual citizenship
among lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) youth;
sex-based sociality and crystal meth among gay men; and love, sex and
relationships among indigenous Australian young people.

By this time, Geoff had retired from the Institute of Education,
becoming director emeritus in 2010. Just a few years later, he was
appointed Global Innovation Chair for Equity in Higher Education at the
University of Newcastle in Australia and we were able to catch up with
one another again. Although we never worked together in Australia, we
met regularly and in his usual way Geoff introduced me both to some
former colleagues and new friends. We always had dinner on each of his
extended visits to Australia. We talked about many things, although I have
learned much more about Geoff since his passing through obituaries,
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notes of appreciation and the kind words of others. His life was one of
high standards, high expectations and an unswerving commitment
to social justice. When times were hard or unexpected opportunities
arose, he never shied away from taking finely calculated risks and
making difficult decisions. For me, he was a committed supervisor, an
extraordinary manager and the dearest of friends. I miss him very much
and will continue to do so for years to come.
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Chapter 3

Education for Inclusion or Exclusion:
Representation of Ethnic Minorities
in Chinese Mainstream History
Textbooks

Yan Fei

Note on terminology

China has 55 officially recognized minority ethnic groups who were
identified between the 1950s and 1980s by state-organized groups of
scholars who were trained in the principles of anthropology as officially
promulgated in the Soviet Union under Stalin. According to the latest
census, the combined population of these 55 minority ethnic groups
is about 111 million, 8.35 per cent of the total 1.3 billion (NBS 2010).
The rest of the population is basically the dominant Han ethnic group,
plus several hundreds of thousands of unidentified populations who
disagree with the ethnic identities assigned to them by the government.
In this chapter, I use ‘ethnic minorities’ or ‘minority ethnic groups’ as a
translation of Chinese term shaoshu minzu, although until the early 2000s
the standard translation was the Soviet-style ‘minority nationality’. In my
analysis of history textbooks, however, I also use ‘non-Han’ or ‘non-Han/
Chinese’ to refer to China’s frontier groups in history. This is to avoid
confusion in terminology since many of these groups were not regarded
as Chinese in history (though they are now regarded as the precedents of
China’s ethnic minorities).
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Introduction

In 2018 one of the leading Chinese academic journals on education for
ethnic minorities (minzu jiaoyu yanjiu) published a review of the work
of Michael Apple and Basil Bernstein on the sociology of education,
discussing the application of their theories to research into education for
minority ethnic groups in China. In the review, Minhui Qian (2018: 5)
criticizes Chinese researchers who ‘blindly adopted Western theories to
research, understand and interpret education for ethnic minorities in
China’ and contends that ‘there are limits and mismatches’ if Western
theories are used to examine the Chinese situation. Instead, he proposes
to develop theories with ‘native features’ (bentu tedian) to comprehend
and investigate the relationship between ‘official knowledge’, ‘education
for ethnic minorities’ and ‘cultural identity’ in a Chinese context. His key
point is that while concepts such as ‘hegemony’ are useful in understand-
ing how inequality in Western societies is perpetuated, given that the
socialist state in China guarantees equality to every individual citizen
as well as to all ethnic groups, the exercise of such ‘hegemony’ by the
dominant ethnic Han group over minority ethnic groups is precluded
(6-7).

Although this argument may be crude and nonsensical, it is repre-
sentative of official discourse and is shared by many scholars within
China.! A typical example is justifying the government’s forceful and
widespread implementation of Chinese language teaching (hanyu, or
the language of the Han group) in schools in minority ethnic regions
using the argument that learning hanyu bears no relation to ‘cultural
assimilation’ or ‘symbolic control’ since hanyu is the national lingua
franca (Qian 2018: 7). Indeed, ‘nation’ and ‘state’ are interchangeable
terms in Chinese (generally translated as the same word, guo-jia, or
‘nation/state-family’), and are often accepted as being neutral or culture-
free in China. Consequently, research into minority education in China
has rarely critically examined the content of the national curriculum and
textbooks,? since the ‘knowledge’ delivered in the national education
system is widely assumed to be ‘neutral’ and ‘scientific’, having an
undoubtedly positive impact on minority ethnic students, and leading to
improved social mobility and integration.

But is this the case? In recent years, numerous studies have argued
a contrary view of minority education in China: in reality, students
from minority ethnic backgrounds often encounter problems in school,
such as academic underperformance and high drop-out rates (Yi 2008;
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Leibold and Chen 2014; Hansen 1999). Even Qian himself, in one of his
previous empirical studies, found that students from minority ethnic
backgrounds often suffered from the ‘cultural bias’ of schoolteachers,
who tended to regard these students as ‘losers’ (Qian 2011: 141-2). Qian
also revealed that these students often developed feelings of ‘inferiority’
due to the cultural obstacles they had experienced in school. Qian
seems to contradict himself here and it is clear from current literature
that schooling in China has resulted in reproducing the disadvantaged
position of many minority ethnic groups in Chinese society.

The question remains, though, as to whether Qian is nevertheless
right in his assertion that ‘Western theories’ on the sociology of education
cannot straightforwardly be applied to China — whether or not for the
reasons he gives. By examining the representation of ethnic minorities
in China’s mainstream history textbooks, in this chapter I investigate
the ‘historical specificity’ of the relationship between knowledge, power
and ethnicity in the Chinese context (Apple 2003: 18). I will contend
that, although theories of sociology of education developed in Western
societies are useful in explaining some aspects of the reproduction of
ethnic inequality in China, they can be misleading if applied without
careful consideration of wider political structures and relationships in
the specific Chinese context. These involve, for example, the authoritar-
ian power of the Communist state in producing ‘official knowledge’ as
well as in defining and managing state-minorities relations.

Hegemony or monopoly: Knowledge control and
governing ethnic minorities in China

Critical studies of the nature of knowledge, curriculum and textbooks
in the West have effectively revealed the complex relationship between
power and education in society (Apple 2004; Whitty 1985; Young 1971).
According to these studies, dominant groups use schooling as a tool to
maintain their position of influence through the ‘selective tradition’. In
other words, education is assigned the function of reproducing social
inequality (politically, economically and culturally), thereby maintaining
the status quo. Whitty (1985: 33) and Apple (2003: 10) point out that
most of these studies centre on Gramsci’s concept of ‘hegemony’, which
refers to a subtle process of control whereby the dominant elites of a
society secure the consent of the governed to their own domination,
rather than a monolithic process whereby dominant groups exercise
almost total control of meanings from the top down. Hegemony is,
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therefore, achieved through the formation of ‘common sense’ in a
society: the culture and consciousness of the dominated are defined and
reshaped in terms of the values and ideologies of those who dominate
(Apple 2004: 4; Apple and Christian-Smith 1991: 10).

This research is referring to societies where different visions have
competed openly for domination (Apple 2003: 10). Hegemonic control
in these societies is, therefore, effectively conducted through struggles
and conflicts between different interest groups, defined along class,
gender, ethnic or other lines. As a result, the ‘legitimate knowledge’
selected by these societies for inclusion in textbooks is an outcome of
the complex interactions between commercial considerations, social
movements and the political struggles of groups competing to have their
visions and ideologies included and legitimized as ‘official knowledge’
(Apple 2003: 10).

However, since the establishment of the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) in 1949, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has made it
clear that education is one of the most important tools for legitimating
and consolidating its authoritarian control over both the Han majority
and non-Han ethnic minority subjects. So, from the outset, the party
has never pretended that curricula or school textbooks are value-
neutral learning tools, but rather, has seen them as tools for inculcating
ideological ‘correctness’. As Vickers (2009: 57) points out, in the early
days of the PRC, ‘education at all levels and in all contexts was heavily
freighted with political messages, and was expected to prioritize indoc-
trination in official ideology’. Consequently, within a year of the PRC’s
foundation, the CCP established the People’s Education Press (PEP) as a
subsidiary agency of the Ministry of Education. By the mid- to late 1950s
the PEP had already virtually monopolized primary and secondary
school curricula and textbook publication, and had assumed responsibil-
ity for producing teaching outlines and teacher handbooks (RICT 2010:
91; Jones 2005: 72).° The outcome was that the CCP was successful in
establishing a highly centralized and controlled system of curricular
development and textbook production.

Publication of Chinese school textbooks was decentralized to a
certain extent in the 1990s and, especially, the early 2000s, at which
point governmental controls were relaxed. This allowed the PEP and
certain other competitors (also state-owned) to share the textbook
market in order to cater for the diverse needs of different regions
(Shi and Fang 2012). The Communist government has, nevertheless,
maintained absolute power over determining what is deemed to be
‘official knowledge’ and, thus, included in school textbooks. In fact, aside
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from minor ideological discrepancies between different versions, these
textbooks all effectively adhered to the curricular guidelines issued by a
central committee whose members were appointed by the ministry.*

Moreover, since the change of the party leadership in 2012, there
has been a heightened insistence on ideological ‘correctness’, both to
strengthen the authority of the new leader (Xi Jinping) and his regime
and to shore up political stability that has been increasingly threatened
by uncertain economic prospects and rising social inequalities in Chinese
society. Subsequently, since 2017 the party has strengthened and
effectively recentralized control over the production of textbooks for the
three most value-laden subjects: ‘Chinese Language’ (yuwen), ‘History’
and ‘Morality and Law’ (daode yu fazhi). As a result, earlier versions of
textbooks published by other publishers have been abandoned, and,
despite vast regional differences, the permissible texts currently being
read in class by tens of millions of students across China are the same
— the so-called ‘ministry edited version’ (bu bian ban) — published by
the PEP under the close direction of the Chinese Ministry of Education.
Moreover, in September 2018 the ministry announced a new regulation
forbidding any revision of national curricula textbooks and urging a
full-scale inspection to rectify any ‘illegal operations’ such as using
textbooks of school-based curricula and foreign curricula in place of
national curricula textbooks (MoE 2018). As the party has deployed
a direct and almost total monopolizing power over the production of
‘legitimate knowledge’ in textbooks, it is clear that the landscape of
‘knowledge and control’ in China is very different from that of most
Western societies, where elite domination is necessarily exercised in
more complex and subtle ways.

In this sense, Qian’s cautioning of the application of ‘Western’
theories to Chinese society, especially the sociology of education and
knowledge, is helpful (though not for the reasons he gives): the concept
of ‘control’ means very different things in these two contexts. With
regards to Qian’s claim that ethnic minorities are treated equally in
the socialist state, recent studies have revealed an opposing truth. Chu
(2015), for example, examines the representation of both minority ethnic
groups and the dominant ethnic Han group in three types of current
Chinese elementary textbooks used to teach ‘Chinese Language’, ‘Moral
Education and Life’ and ‘Moral Education and Society’. Using theories
of critical curriculum studies, such as those of Anyon (1979), Apple and
Christian-Smith (1991), and Banks (1996), together with methods such
as critical discourse analysis, Chu found the Han ideology to be over-
whelmingly dominant in these textbooks. As a result, minority ethnic
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groups are marginalized and information about them is ‘incomplete and
stereotypical’ (Chu 2015: 469). He finds that minority ethnic groups are
often considered ‘traditional’ and positioned as ‘others’, whereas ethnic
features of the Han are generally not mentioned in order to normalize
them as a non-ethnical identity.

While work such as Chu’s provides an important insight into the
‘hidden’ means by which ethnic inequality is perpetuated in China,
it nevertheless misses some important considerations in the study of
education for (and about) minority ethnic groups, notably, representa-
tion of these groups in state-authorized school textbooks. Aside from
being unaware of different concepts of ‘control’ in relation to knowledge
production in a Chinese context (as discussed above), a more significant
flaw implied by Chu’s research is his assumption of an unproblematic
analogy between the challenges of ‘minority’ education in China and
in Western societies. For most of the latter, the key issue is integrating
immigrant populations who migrated to these countries in the last
one or two centuries. In contrast, the situation in China is much more
complex since most Chinese ‘minority’ ethnic groups are indigenous
inhabitants whose ancestors have not only lived in their native land
(often at the borders, spanning more than half of China) for centuries
or even millennia, but in many cases also constitute the ‘majority’ of the
local population. For instance, in the Tibet Autonomous Region, despite
a large influx of ethnic Han immigrants in recent years, more than 90 per
cent of the population were Tibetan until 2010 (NBS 2012).

In fact, before being conquered by the Qing, the last Chinese
imperial regime (1644-1911, ruled by a ‘minority’ group known as the
Manchu),> many of the present Chinese minority ethnic groups had been
independent from the ruling Han dynasties and regimes throughout most
of Chinese history. In other words, many modern ‘minorities’ had long
been regarded as the defining non-Chinese ‘others’ in traditional (Han)
Chinese historiography. The modern Chinese state (Republic of China,
1912-1949, replaced by the PRC in 1949) was basically founded by Han
revolutionary nationalists such as Sun Yat-sen, determined to overthrow
the ‘alien’ Manchu rule and reinstate a Han state. But at the same time
they also claimed to inherit the geo-body of the Qing multi-ethnic empire,
to keep these frontier regions as a buffer zone to avoid direct confron-
tation with Western imperialist powers (for example, British influence
in Tibet, and Russian in Xinjiang, Mongolia and Manchuria) (Esherick
2006). In other words, modern China was generated/constructed from
a multi-ethnic and minority-ruled empire, but simultaneously motivated
by a vision of exclusivist Han nationalism. Under the Republic of China,
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major political forces such as the Nationalist Party (i.e. Kuomintang) and
the CCP competed to provide a unifying vision of Chinese nationhood
(Leibold 2007), yet there was a strong separatist drive among many
frontier groups such as the Tibetans, Muslim Uyghurs and Mongolians
who were determined to carry out their own counter-nationalist
movements.°

This tension has persisted, since 1949, under the People’s Republic
and clearly has not been fully resolved, as evidenced by increasingly
violent ethnic clashes and so-called terror attacks in China over the last
decade.” Consequently, methods used by the Chinese state to control
minority populations and their regions (in particular the most restive
areas, such as Tibet and Xinjiang) are in fact rather less subtle than
the term ‘hegemony’ implies. Arguably, what can be seen in Tibet and
Xinjiang is more like coercive control (with force) on the part of the
Chinese state. For example, Zenz and Leibold (2017a, 2017b) reveal the
dramatic increase of public security forces and surveillance cameras in
both Tibet and Xinjiang in recent years. In September 2018 the United
Nations also raised alarm over numerous reports of the detention of
large numbers of ethnic Uyghurs and other Muslim minorities held in
so-called re-education camps without being charged or tried, under
the pretext of countering terrorism and religious extremism (Griffiths
2018). Such strategies effectively indicate the failure of the government’s
efforts to exercise hegemony over much of the ‘minority’ population in
these places.

This background contextualizes the issues here and needs to be
taken into consideration when researching education for, and about,
minority groups in China. Indeed, many researchers in the field have
tended to confine their discussion to ‘politically neutral territory’, rather
than to the function of education in ‘buttressing an essentially colonial
governing arrangement’ (Vickers 2015: 69). What these studies have
taken for granted is an assumption of China as a nation-state (mirroring
its Western counterparts) and minority ethnic groups being supplemen-
tary to the ‘Chinese’ (like immigrants). What has been ignored is the
historical complexity involved in China-minority relations and, thereby,
the ‘Politics’ of education for, and about, minority ethnic groups in a
Chinese context — that is, transforming and assimilating the empire’s
frontier groups into Chinese national subjects (a capital ‘P’ is used inten-
tionally here to make a distinction from the ‘politics’ of social struggles
in relation to most Western minority education). In other words, this
topic should not be understood purely as a ‘social issue’ in the context
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of China, but rather as an issue linked to nationalism, imperialism and,
arguably, colonialism.®

This means that representation of minority ethnic groups in state-
authorized textbooks, much like the troupes of all-singing, all-dancing,
quaintly-costumed natives chorusing their gratitude to the party at the
televised annual New Year Galas, cannot simply be seen as a ‘show’ in
which different ethnic groups compete to perform on the national stage
(something like ‘the multicultural festival/week’ in many Western
societies). Rather, it seems to be more a case of party propaganda seeking
to legitimize Chinese control over these minority groups and their
regions. As will be examined below, ‘knowledge’ selected for inclusion
in school textbooks is, therefore, mainly designed to redefine respective
groups and their native lands as Chinese subjects and territories.

Nowhere is this dimension of ‘knowledge and control’ in China
more apparent than in its history textbooks. History textbooks have long
been used by states to instil a sense of national identity and this has been
examined by many scholars in case studies across the world (Foster and
Crawford 2006; Vickers and Jones 2005; Hein and Selden 2000). By
inculcating in students an official version of a shared past, states hope
to instil a state-defined collective identity, creating group cohesion and
maintaining a sense of belonging among citizens (Foster and Crawford
2006: 5). This is often done through the establishment of a nationalist
master narrative to define the nation-state, its national people and their
unique characteristics, distinguishing them from its ‘others’ (Jones 2005).
Meanwhile, history textbooks also serve to legitimize state control over
internal ‘others’ (i.e. minority ethnic groups), and this is often illustrated
by incorporating them into the master narrative of the national history
on the one hand, and excluding or ‘suppressing’ the independent history
of minorities on the other (Duara 1995).

This chapter, therefore, focuses on examining the inclusion and/
or exclusion of minority ethnic groups in the master narrative presented
in Chinese mainstream history textbooks. The history textbooks chosen
for examination are two volumes of Chinese ancient history (prehistory—
1840) authorized by the national committee of school textbooks in 2001
(referred to as the 2001 edition in this chapter), and then published by
the PEP and used for junior secondary school students (aged 13 to 16)
across China between 2001 and 2016 (see Table 3.1). Textbooks for the
study of Chinese ancient history have been chosen since they contain
material about minority ethnic groups, the main purpose of which is
to illustrate to students how these groups have ‘come’ to be Chinese.
These volumes encapsulate the state’s explicit and implicit views on
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ethnicity and are the crux of discussions about ethnicity across all school
subjects. Moreover, as mentioned previously, since 2008 there have been
increasing reports of ethnic unrest in China, which have received harsh
responses from the Chinese government and strengthened its control
in minority regions. Scrutiny of the representation of minority ethnic
groups in textbooks published around the time of intensive ethnic unrest,
therefore, provides the opportunity to understand why the Chinese state
has failed to use education to integrate its minority populations into the
national society.

Table 3.1: Textbooks examined in this chapter

Edition Volume |Year issued Version |Year printed
PEP 2001 1 June 2006 2 June 2012
Edition 2 December 2001 1 November 2011

Note: Vol. 1 cited hereafter as PEP 2001b, Vol. 2 as PEP 2001a.

Minority ethnic groups in Chinese mainstream history
textbooks

Reimagining an historical, multi-ethnic China and domesticating
‘inter-ethnic’ relations

Reading through the two volumes of history textbooks shows that ethnic
pluralism seems to be treated as an important theme, and this is even
evident in the table of contents (shown in Table 3.2), where the word
‘ethnic’ appears in three out of seven units. The titles of these units also
demonstrate the linear development of a multi-ethnic Chinese nation,
experiencing not only prosperous periods but also periods of unification
and division and finally ending in the unitary multi-ethnic state that
became the foundation for the establishment of modern China. This
way of narrating Chinese history in textbooks is a typical example of
nationalist historical writing, which tends to project the present into the
pastto legitimate the nation-state as it exists today. As a result, traditional
non-Chinese groups are domesticated and reinterpreted in textbooks as
always Chinese ‘minority ethnic groups’ over the course of China’s entire
history. An historical, multi-ethnic China is therefore constructed — or
rather invented — by the textbook editors.
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Table 3.2: Table of contents from the PEP 2001 history textbooks

Volumes Unit Name of unit

Unit 1 The Origins of Chinese Civilisation

Unit 2 The Birth of the Country and Social Reform
Volume 1 - - -

Unit 3 The Foundation of a Unitary State

Unit 4 Divided Regimes and Ethnic Merging

Unit 1 A Prosperous and Open Society

Unit 2 Moving the Economic Centre to the South and the
Volume 2 Development of Ethnic Relationships

Unit 3 The Consolidation of a Unitary Multi-Ethnic Country
and Social Crisis

But this concept of an historical, multi-ethnic China clearly ignores the
fact that ‘China’ was, and meant, different things at different points in
history, sometimes including these non-Han/Chinese groups and at
other times specifically excluding them (see Yi 2008; Leibold 2007;
Dikétter 1992). As will be discussed later, this official reinterpretation
also inevitably suppresses many uncomfortable historical facts and
events that challenge the official narrative.

Indeed, my analysis of history textbooks shows that these texts tend
to ignore such uncomfortable historical and historiographical complex-
ities, portraying as ‘Chinese’ all non-Han groups that have inhabited any
territory that is presently part of China (Baranovitch 2010: 100). For
example, introducing several non-Han/Chinese groups and their rela-
tionship with the Chinese Tang dynasty (618-907), which is tradition-
ally depicted as a prosperous and powerful period of Chinese history and
a period with frequent contacts with some non-Han groups such as the
Tibetans (Tubo) and Uyghurs (Huihe or Huihu), the lesson claims in its
opening paragraph:

During the Sui and Tang dynasties, our country as a unified multi-
ethnic country had been unprecedentedly developed. There were
many ethnic groups living in the vast land. Although some ethnic
groups established local political power, they maintained close
ties with the dynasty in the Central Plain (i.e. Sui or Tang). (PEP
2001a: 22)

The use of the terms ‘unitary and multi-ethnic country’ and ‘local regime’

(in relation to the ‘Central’) in the lesson suggest that these independent
non-Chinese groups are reinterpreted as Tang era ‘ethnic minorities’.’
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This is strikingly different from history textbooks published in the 1950s,
which still depicted the Tang dynasty as an exclusively (but simultan-
eously expansive) Han empire and depicted its interactions with these
non-Han states as foreign relations. Nonetheless, this new narrative in
the 2001 edition shows the effort made by editors to project a vision of
the multi-ethnic PRC backwards to the Tang dynasty and to reconcep-
tualize historical China as ‘everything that existed in the past on the
territory that is China today’ (Baranovitch 2010: 98). In this way, history
is rewritten in textbooks to define these non-Chinese groups as Chinese
subjects and their land as Chinese land. Indeed, on a map of Tang China
provided in this lesson, the border between the Tang and these non-Han
Chinese states is described as being a ‘borderline between regimes and
tribes/ethnicities’ (zhengquan buzu jie), implying that these were not
separate nations or states but local regimes founded by ethnic minorities
on Chinese territory (PEP 2001a: 25).

It is through this reinterpretation or distortion that non-Han/
Chinese groups have been included in the historical narrative as part of
the national self, and as a result, the traditional Chinese relations with
surrounding non-Chinese groups are domesticated and reinterpreted
as ‘inter-ethnic’ relations in history textbooks. In the rest of the lesson,
several ethnic groups are introduced to students, with a brief introduc-
tion about their lifestyle, customs, production models and cultural and
technological achievements.!° However, although the textbooks seem to
acknowledge multiculturalism by introducing these groups to students,
it should be noted that the lesson primarily focuses on the groups’ links
or relationship with the central regimes of the Han Chinese dynasty (i.e.
Tang). In the case of Tibet, the rest of the text focuses on the inter-ethnic
marriages of Tibetan kings and Tang princesses, which, according to the
lesson, had ‘intensified the economic and cultural exchange between
Tang and Tibet (Tubo), and enhanced the friendship between Han and
Tibetans (Zang)’ (PEP 2001a: 23). The Tibet-Tang partnership is rein-
troduced (and, therefore, highlighted) again in an ‘activity’ lesson,
which asks students to play a historical drama about a Tang princess,
Wencheng, marrying a Tibetan king, Songtsem Gampo (Songzanganbu),
reinforcing the impression of ‘generations of friendship between Han
and Tibetan people’ (PEP 2001a: 44).'' However, what these textbooks
entirely fail to tell students is the peacemaking nature of the marriage,
a tactic often deployed by ancient Chinese rulers to promote peace and
soothe the ‘savage barbarian beast’.'> What is also not told is the reality of
the long-lasting tenuous relations between these two groups during the
Tang dynasty (and, indeed, throughout Chinese history), not to mention
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that the Tibetan army actually invaded and plundered the Tang capital
Chang’an for a short period during the period. As a result, the textbooks
avoid portraying the complex nature of the relationship between China
and Tibet, in both historical and modern times.

Nevertheless, by highlighting the inter-ethnic marriages the
textbooks reinforce an understanding of a sentimental bond between
Han and non-Han groups, leading students to envisage ethnic groups in
modern China as one ‘big family’. Indeed, the word ‘family’ is used several
times in the two volumes by the editors to describe ethnic relations.*®
Vickers also finds that this representation of the Chinese nation as a
family is a key theme in the discussion of ethnic relations in other Chinese
textbooks. According to him, textbooks reinforce the idea that ‘People
of every nationality form a close family relationship (ginyuan guanxi) in
which I am in you, and you are in me (ni zhong you wo, wo zhong you ni)’
(Vickers 2009: 73).'* Clearly, this family metaphor and the implied bond
of blood help the government to instil a homogeneous and primordial-
ist understanding of Chinese nationhood, in which minority groups have
been an inseparable part since time immemorial.

Reimagining non-Han rulers as Chinese rulers and legitimizing
central rule in frontier regions

In total the two volumes introduce about 10 non-Han heroes from ethnic
groups, all of whom are political or military leaders given accolades
such as ‘outstanding leader’. The textbooks tend to present a positive
image of these leaders and some are even depicted as role models for
students. For example, in the case of Genghis Khan (1162-1227), the
lesson includes stories of his childhood, overcoming various hardships
that, according to the lesson, ‘had honed/tempered his will and made
him strong and smart’, ultimately leading to his success in uniting
Mongols in the grasslands (PEP 2001a: 67). Again, the textbooks seem
to engender a spirit of multiculturalism, as these non-Han heroes are
recognized as Chinese heroes and introduced to students in such a
glowing light. However, this narrative blatantly ignores uncomfortable
records of ‘rape and pillage’ by this Mongol leader and his army across
northern China (Vickers 2006: 32). The reluctance of textbook editors
to talk about this part of history in recent books is due to Mongols now
being defined as one of China’s 55 minority ethnic groups, so that their
legendary leader also becomes one of China’s ‘great men’ of history. In
other words, the inclusion of the Mongols in Chinese historical narrative
can be seen as a strategy used by textbook editors to legitimate the
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Chinese control over Mongolians in modern times. Thus, instead of
talking about Genghis Khan’s atrocities towards Han or Chinese people,
textbooks now present a rather triumphalist narrative lauding him as a
glorious Chinese hero who even took his armies ‘as far as Europe’s River
Danube’ (PEP 2001a: 67)."°

In the same way, history textbooks unquestionably depict non-Han
rule in Chinese history, such as the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1271-1368)
and the Manchu Qing dynasty as Chinese dynasties: the traditional (Han)
Chinese view of non-Han rule as dark periods of foreign occupation and
oppression has been replaced by the opposing narrative, portraying
these periods as prosperous, with their territories much extended and
economies further developed, like other great Chinese Han dynasties
such as the Tang (PEP 2001a: 68, 103).'°

Indeed, rather than introducing their cruel rule over the Han
Chinese people, textbooks now specifically highlight the contribution of
non-Han groups to China’s development, especially their achievement
in ‘unifying the motherland’, for example, incorporating Tibet and
Xinjiang into Chinese territory. The lesson on Mongol rule (i.e. the Yuan
dynasty) claims that the ‘Yuan government strengthened control over
Tibet and Tibet became a formal administrative region of the Yuan’ (PEP
2001a, 68). In the case of the Qing dynasty, the Manchu rulers are no
longer depicted as ‘invaders’ and ‘alien rulers’ (as the Chinese ‘national
founding father’, Sun Yat-sen, would claim), but defenders of Chinese
national unity, by virtue of their role in eradicating internal secession-
ists (e.g. the Uyghur in the north-west) and defeating outside colonizers
(e.g. Russia in the north-east).!” The reinterpretation of non-Han rule as
‘Chinese’, while appearing to reflect a more inclusive and multi-ethnic
vision of Chinese nationhood, nevertheless facilitates the justification of
Chinese control over its vast frontier regions, such as Tibet and Xinjiang,
which were, ironically, gained through the expansionism of previous
‘alien’ rulers such as the Mongols and Manchus.

In fact, national unity and the legitimation of central control or rule
in frontier regions (especially those restive ones such as Tibet, Xinjiang
and Taiwan) have become key themes in textbook discussions of non-Han
groups. So, although the issue of ethnicity is ostensibly discussed in
depth, the overriding purpose is to justify Chinese rule over these groups
and their regions ‘from time immemorial’ (a claim repeatedly made in
textbooks as well as by Chinese officials), while the real nature of this
rule is not addressed at all. A classic example of this is an ‘activity’ lesson
that asks students to organize a historical quiz on the topic: Xinjiang,
Tibet and Taiwan Have Been Chinese Territory Since Ancient Times’
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(PEP 2001a: 132). The lesson starts with a poem named ‘I Love My
Motherland’ (wo ai wo de zuguo), in which the author uses emotive
language to express his or her enthusiastic love for ‘every single blade
of grass, tree, flower, stone, brick and tile’ of the motherland, despite
the fact that the motherland had been tortured by various disasters
such as ‘gales, hail, frost, snow, conflagration, and heavy rain’ — possible
metaphors for the humiliation caused by imperialist powers in the last
two centuries (PEP 2001a: 132). The notion of ‘loving the motherland’
is arguably an attempt to instil in students a blind acceptance that
these regions have always been Chinese territory. Crucially, therefore,
the quiz tests knowledge of the dates when these regions came under
the governance of the central regime, rather than anything that might
encourage students to think critically about the real and controversial
historical relations between these regions and the central authority.

Although Tibet is absent from textbooks in their coverage of a
thousand years (apart from the single-sentence statement discussed
above on the Mongolian control of Tibet during the Yuan dynasty), it
is reintroduced to students in the lesson on ethnic relations during the
Qing dynasty. However, the lesson (entitled ‘Consolidating the Unified
and Multi-ethnic Country’) focuses exclusively on legitimating central
rule in Tibet. It starts with an introduction on the granting of official
titles to the Dalai Lama and Panchen Lama by Qing emperors, and then
introduces the establishment of the Qing ‘minister resident in Tibet’
(zhu zang dachen) who, according to the lesson, ‘represented the central
government to manage Tibetan affairs together with the Dalai and
Panchen Lamas’ (PEP 2001a: 109-10). The lesson also stresses that ‘the
identification of the successive incarnations of the Dalai and Panchen
Lamas must be submitted to the central government for approval’ (PEP
2001a: 110). All these methods, according to the lesson, had ‘greatly
strengthened the control of central government over Tibetan affairs’
(PEP 2001a: 110).18

The example above shows that the primary concern of textbook
editors is to demonstrate central rule in non-Han regions, rather than
the nature of relations between ‘minority’ groups themselves. The
striking feature of these accounts is that the development of non-Han
groups themselves is completely overlooked (see also Vickers 2006: 34).
As the Tibetan example shows (in both lessons on the Tang and Qing
dynasties), ‘the focus is almost exclusively on relations between Tibet’s
rulers and the “central government” — nothing else matters’ (Vickers
2006: 34). Indeed, the all-pervading perspective in the textbooks is that
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of the imperial court (as an analogy of the Communist regime), with no
information or alternative perspectives offered to students.

The civilizing mission and ‘peaceful assimilation” (mingzu ronghe)
of non-Han/Chinese groups

Although the textbooks examined in this chapter include much
discussion of the ‘5,000 years of glorious Chinese civilization’, very few
minority ethnic cultures are actually included. Even in the rare cases
when they are introduced to students, not only does the information tend
to be presented in supplementary (non-essential) reading materials, but
it also focuses mainly on issues like handicrafts or architectural construc-
tions, rather than on more scholarly or sophisticated endeavours such
as their philosophy, language or literature.” In fact, no ethnic minority
literature or art is mentioned across the two volumes, whereas Han
literature, scholarly writings and artistic works are discussed extensively,
promoting a sense of Chinese identity around a ‘cultural core’. This is
even the case where the textbooks discuss historical periods of non-Han
rule in China.

This reflects that history textbooks in China still continue the
traditional Sino-centric ideology of ‘Chinese culturalism’ — which is
exemplified by scholars such as Yi (2008) as the belief that China (or
Zhonghua) is historically the only true civilization, a position that
remained unchallenged even under military occupation and threats from
aliens due to their alleged backwardness.?” On the other hand, this belief
in cultural superiority also provided Han Chinese with the justification
used to legitimize their claims for expansion. In fact, similar to Western
imperialists in their colonizing era several centuries ago, Chinese elites
have traditionally regarded their relationship with non-Chinese ‘others’
as a transformative process of making the latter more cultured — changing
them from uncivilized to civilized — which is referred to as the ‘Confucian
civilizing project’ by scholars such as Harrell (1996).

It seems that this ideology of a ‘civilizing mission’ is wholly adopted
in the two volumes of history textbooks, despite the claim that ‘all
ethnic groups are equal in the socialist state’. In fact, rhetoric such as
‘minorities learning from the Han’ and ‘Han as the advanced people’ is
apparent across the textbooks, virtually every time non-Han groups are
introduced.?! Table 3.3 shows just three examples of this sort from the
textbooks:
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Table 3.3: Contents relating to ‘minorities learning from the Han’ in the
PEP 2001 history textbooks

Volumes and Examples from the PEP 2001 history textbooks
page numbers

1 |Volumel, 110 Wang Meng (a Han minister of the minority Di
regime) helped the Di ruler to accept the advanced
civilisation of the Han.

2 | Volume 2,23-4 | Songtsen Gampo (the Tibetan leader) admired the
civilization of the Central Plain (i.e., Tang) [and]
sent many children of aristocrats to study in Tang.

3 | Volume 2, 104 Zheng Chenggong (Koxinga, a Ming Chinese loyalist
who defeated the Dutch and occupied Taiwan, using
it as a base to carry out the anti-Manchu struggle)
taught advanced agricultural technologies to the
Gaoshan ethnic group (High Mountains group,
referring to the aboriginal groups in Taiwan), which
immediately improved the backward situation of
agricultural production in Taiwan.

Note: emphasis added.

Clearly, the purpose of repeated promotion of the idea of ‘minorities
learning from the Han’ in textbooks is to justify the Chinese ‘civilizing
mission’ (i.e. the assimilation of minorities under Chinese rule). Scholars
who hold the view of Chinese culturalism, such as Wang Gungwu
(1991), have argued that the historical desire to civilize non-Chinese
groups is not associated with coercion and the need to dominate. On
the contrary, Wang argues that non-Chinese barbarians were expected
to lai-Hua (‘come to China’) or become sinified, because they would be
inexorably drawn to the superior Chinese civilization. The compelling
nature of Chinese civilization (in the view of culturalism) finally led to
the ‘ethnic fusion’ (minzu ronghe) of non-Chinese border groups, or to
their ‘peaceful assimilation’. This enabled the gradual ‘unification’ of
such peripheral peoples with China, ultimately leading to ‘the expansion
of China from its original Yellow River heartland in the first millennium
BCE to the current borders of the People’s Republic’ (Vickers 2015: 55).
This model of an ‘ancient melting pot’ is explicitly promoted in
the two volumes. The clearest example is shown in the lesson on the
Northern Wei dynasty — a ruling regime founded by the Sarbi group
(Xianbei) that governed northern China from the fourth to the sixth
century. The lesson is entitled ‘The Great Fusion of Ethnic Groups in the
North’, and it highlights in the beginning that various ethnic groups in
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the Yellow River Basin had lived together for a long time so ‘ethnic fusion
had become a trend’ (PEP 2001b: 114). Although the lesson does not
explicitly state that this ethnic fusion means becoming Han, the rest of
the lesson nevertheless concerns itself with the theme of how the Sarbi
ruler, Emperor Xiaowen, was attracted to the Han culture, implementing
various reforms to ‘learn from the Han’:

After relocating its capital [to the Han region], further reforms
were carried out. The main measures included: hanyu [Chinese, or
the language of Han] must be used in the imperial court while the
use of the Sarbi language was prohibited; officials and their families
must wear Han clothes; changing the Sarbi surnames to Han
surnames; encouraging inter-ethnic marriage between the Sarbi
aristocrats and the Han aristocrats; adopting the Han bureaucratic
system and Han decrees; studying the Han ritual system, paying
respect to Confucius, ruling the country with the idea of filial piety,
and advocating the spirit of respecting the elderly and providing for
the aged. (PEP 2001b: 115)

Following these numerous examples of ‘minority learning from the
Han’, the lesson then concludes that ‘all these measures had enhanced
ethnic fusion’ and proceeds with a statement that ‘after the reform of
the Emperor Xiaowen and ethnic fusion, the traditional Han culture
had been greatly developed’ (PEP 2001b: 115-16). Thus, the textbooks
present students with a perfect example of the assimilating power
of Chinese civilization, in which the people of surrounding regions
(non-Han/Chinese) have been attracted by the superior Chinese
culture, adopting it voluntarily and eventually becoming Chinese. This
clearly reinforces the justification of the modern ‘civilizing mission’
of the Communist government seeking to control minority groups by
‘peaceful assimilation’.

However, scholars have noted that in the past, ‘barbarians’ were not
always automatically attracted to Chinese civilization, and the Chinese
‘civilizing mission” was often achieved with an armoury of strategies,
including military conquest and enforced civilizing activities such as
coercive schooling. Schneewind (2006: 38) explains that violence and
coercion were often used to achieve rapid, forced assimilation in Chinese
history, and Vickers (2015) also reveals that education was particu-
larly favoured by the Chinese imperial state to transform and enculture
‘barbarians’ through a rigid curriculum, schooling and the forced
learning of Chinese culture (see also Rowe 1994). As he further points
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out, schooling numbered among other instruments serving a central
desire for ‘control on the cheap’ and has remained ‘closely linked with
more brutal forms of suppression’ (Vickers 2015: 39). It would appear
that historical records or evidence of coercive control and the assimilat-
ing role assigned to schools in China have been routinely excluded from
Chinese history textbooks to avoid reminding Chinese minority groups
of strategies currently used by the Communist government to control
and assimilate them. This, however, reveals much about the nature of
education for (and about) minority ethnic groups in contemporary
China.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined how minority ethnic groups are represented
in mainstream Chinese history textbooks published and used by students
across China in a period of intensive ethnic unrest (2001-16). The
analysis shows that although ethnicity has been treated as an issue of
some importance in textbooks, discussion primarily serves to legitimize
Chinese rule over minority groups and their land. As a result, incongruous
historical events and facts are reinterpreted or distorted in textbooks,
subsuming traditional, non-Chinese into the Chinese national self, while
largely ignoring or omitting the independent histories of these groups
from this historical narrative. The overwhelming emphasis promoted by
textbook editors is ‘a state-centred, monolithic concept of nationhood in
their coverage of regions and peoples that in fact exemplify the diversity
and complexity of contemporary China’ (Vickers 2006: 42).

However, while history textbooks in China focus on reinforcing
a homogeneous and totalizing notion of the unique antiquity of the
Chinese nation around a Han ethno-cultural core, this narrowly defined
and exclusivist racial vision of Chinese nationhood creates problems
for many Chinese minority ethnic groups who have long struggled to
maintain their ethnic identity as well as to resist discrimination and
assimilative pressures from the centre or the Han. Rejection of the Han
version of ‘Chineseness’ by minority ethnic groups is therefore likely
to have strengthened their ethnic identity as a form of resistance,*
if anything reinforcing separatist sentiment in areas such as Tibet and
Xinjiang.

On the other hand, this ethno-culturally homogeneous, racial vision
of national identity also ‘leaves both government and people ill-equipped
to either comprehend or deal with the evolving complexity of relations
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between the Han majority and the “minority nationalities”” (Vickers
2006: 45). What is urgently needed is a rethink of official discourse on
‘Chineseness’, so that the current Han-dominant vision of China can
be replaced with a broader vision that is ‘less rigidly ethnocentric, and
more pluralist, adaptable and inclusive’ (Vickers 2006: 45; see also Yan
and Whitty 2016). In other words, the key to attaining legitimacy relies
on the ability of the Communist state to ‘offer a reasonable measure of
dignity and equity to all major groups’ and to encourage these groups
‘to become active participants in debates over the meaning of civilized
modernity’ in Chinese society (Vickers 2015: 73).

Based on this understanding, education for (and about) minority
ethnic groupsin China, especially their representation in state-authorized
textbooks, cannot simply be understood as an issue of ‘social struggle’.
Instead, it is an explicitly ‘Political issue’ (reflected by the highly sensitive
nature of the topic in China), largely defined as imperialist educational
arrangements. In recent years, the Chinese government has implemented
many educational measures such as inland boarding schools (sending
non-Han children to study in inland Han regions) and the so-called
bilingual education (which is in fact Mandarin monolingualism — that
is, urging schools and even kindergartens in some minority regions such
as Xinjiang to use Chinese Mandarin or hanyu rather than minorities’
mother tongues as the medium of instruction), as well as other so-called
preferential policies for non-Han ethnic groups (for further discussion
of inland class and bilingual education in China, see Yan and Whitty
2016).% While governmental rhetoric claims that these policies have all
helped minority ethnic groups to develop (China Daily 2013: 8), scholars
such as Dwyer (2005) have argued that these measures are assimila-
tionist in nature. Similarly, having researched Chinese racism against
its ethnic minorities, Law (2012: 59) suggests that such policies merely
recruit ‘ethnic cadres’ to support a strategy of ‘racial sinicisation’. At the
core of such criticism is the concern that more attention needs to be given
to the nature of the education provided, rather than merely the amount.

It is, therefore, necessary for scholars researching the field (and
indeed policymakers) to consider the wider structural issues such as
nationhood and its links to political power and understand better how
they affect education for (and about) minority ethnic groups in China.
Vickers (2018: 340) also argues of the history and sociology of education
across Asia that ‘imperialism was never the sole prerogative of “Western”
states or interests’, and ‘the operations of “hegemony” in East Asia are
complex and its sources diverse’.?* Recognizing the neo-imperialist
power of Chinese state vis-a-vis frontier minority groups, this chapter
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therefore contends that much research undertaken in this field, such as
that by Chu (2015), although devoted to exploring the hidden perpetu-
ation of ethnic inequality in China, inevitably remains inadequate in
fully exposing the issue. What they have successfully revealed is how
the unequal power relations between Han and ethnic minorities were
reinforced and reproduced through the Han’s ‘hegemonic’ control of
knowledge construction. What they have failed to consider are the speci-
ficities of the particular form of control derived from the desperate desire
of the Chinese state to assimilate and nationalize its minority subjects
(a desire rooted back to the early twentieth century when the modern
Chinese state was founded). On the other hand, although Qian (2018)
is probably right to claim that ‘Western theories’ on the sociology of
education cannot simply be applied to China, his argument for ‘native’
theories (and his claim of ethnic equality in China) nonetheless
buttresses the official rhetoric, and presumably serves the political
function of diverting attention away from the broader structural issues.
What is really needed for scholars researching in the field, is to develop
an understanding of the importance of historical awareness (and ground-
edness) in writing on the sociology of education, and to be aware of the
dangers of an over-reliance on theoretical frameworks with often flimsy
(or overly Eurocentric) historical foundations. As Apple (2003: 9) has
himself observed, it is only when this ‘historical specificity’ is concerned,
a real and genuine decentralization of the West and North in studies of
sociology of education can be achieved, and a ‘much subtler picture of
the relationship between the state and education can be built’.
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Notes

1 Asimilar proposal calling for ‘native’ theories in Chinese ethnic studies was made by Shengmin
Yang, a professor at the Chinese Central University of Nationalities (now called Chinese Minzu
University) and vice-chair of the Association of Chinese Ethnology, who recently asserted the
need to transcend Western theories and methodologies in ethnic studies and construct new
ethnic studies with Chinese characteristics (zhongguo tese) guided by Marxism (Yang 2018).

2 There have been a few recent exceptions, for example, research undertaken by Vickers (2006),
Baranovitch (2010), Chu (2015, 2017, 2018) and Wang (2017), whose works will be referred
to later. However, apart from Wang, the other three scholars are all based overseas.
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Except during the interlude of the Cultural Revolution (1966-76) when the PEP ceased to
publish textbooks as its editors were dissolved. Local versions of textbooks were published
during this period but contained much political propaganda (Jones 2005).

In fact, the first chair of the committee to approve textbooks was the presiding minister of
education (Dongchang He). The PEP also had influence over the committee. For example, one
of the two members of the committee responsible for approving history textbooks in the 1990s
was Shoutong Su, who was also the vice-president of the PEP.

In fact, a group of overseas historians often regarded as ‘new Qing history’ scholars have
recently questioned whether Qing should be regarded as a ‘Chinese’ dynasty at all. Rather,
they tend to view the Qing as a traditional Inner Asian empire (like the Mongol empire)
founded by an Inner Asian group (the Manchu) who ruled the empire in a very different way
from traditional Chinese dynasties. For more discussion of this issue, see Crossley (1992,
1999), Rawski (1996), Elliott (2001, 2006) and Perdue (2005).

Outer Mongolia declared independence from the Qing empire just two days before the
Republic of China was established at the end of 1911. Tibet later declared its independence,
before the CCP finally took control of the region in 1951. In southern Xinjiang, the Uyghur
group established an independent ‘Eastern Turkistan’ state which lasted for approximately
20 years in the 1920s and 1930s.

The years 2008 and 2009 were marred by violent ethnic clashes in Tibet and Xinjiang,
with hundreds of fatalities reported. These incidents were regarded as some of the most
serious publicly reported ethnic clashes since the PRC was founded. Since then, more than
10 incidents described as ‘terror attacks’ or ‘ethnic riots’ have occurred, not only in minority
regions but also elsewhere in China (i.e. Beijing in 2013 and Kunming in 2014). The Chinese
government has repeatedly condemned the Tibetan and Uyghur ‘separatist groups’ (fenlie
shili) as responsible for organizing these incidents.

One should bear in mind that within China, China itself has rarely been portrayed as
‘imperialist’ or ‘colonist’ but rather a victim of Western ‘imperialism’ and ‘colonialism’.
Therefore, it is usually uneasy for ordinary Chinese people and even scholars in China to
accept the view that China was/is an imperialist power itself. For more discussion on China’s
imperialist approaches to its ‘minorities’, see Bulag (2002); He (2014); and Vickers (2015).
Indeed, in the introductory section of the lesson, students are asked to consider questions like
‘Who were the minority ethnic groups at frontier regions?’ and ‘What was their contribution to
the history of the motherland?’ (PEP 2001a: 22).

For example, when introducing the Tibetan group (Tubo) to students, the lesson explains that
Tibetans raised livestock and had highly developed textiles and casting technology, also giving
students further details in supplementary reading materials (sending a subliminal message
that they are less important and do not need to be remembered) (PEP 2001a: 23). This is
effectively the model for introducing all minority ethnic groups in the two volumes.

‘Active learning’ has been one of the key new designs in recent textbooks (part of a package
of ‘quality education’ or sughi jiaoyu) to help students cultivate skills and abilities such as
innovation, problem-solving and teamwork.

Unlike some previous versions of textbooks, the 2001 edition did acknowledge the fact that
Songtsen Gampo also had a Nepali bride who married him before the Tang princess (PEP
2001a: 24). However, as Vickers (2006: 33) points out, what is not mentioned in textbooks
is the diplomatic balance that the Tibetan king attempted to strike between his eastern and
southern neighbours.

For example, the lesson on ethnic relations during the Tang dynasty is called ‘Peace and Unity
Make One Family’ (he tong wei yi jia).

This is a direct quotation from page 41 of the PEP textbooks on Thought and Values (sixiang
pinde), volume 2, published in 2003 for Year 7 students.

In the introductory section, the lesson even includes a picture of Genghis Khan’s mausoleum,
which, according to the lesson, has become ‘a symbol of solidarity between Mongol and Han
people’ (PEP 2001a: 66). The lesson also makes it clear that his mausoleum is located in Inner
Mongolia, implying the Great Khan’s Chinese identity.

In contrast, textbooks published in the 1950s focus almost exclusively on how non-Han rulers
damaged and destroyed the Chinese economy, and, cruelly, exploited and oppressed the Han
Chinese people.

In contrast, Uyghur resistance to the Qing conquest was highly praised in textbooks published
in 1952-3 for their bravery in resisting Qing oppression. However, since the 1980s this
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resistance has come to be seen as ‘rebellion’ (panluan) eventually ‘pacified’ (pingding) by the
Qing. The conflict between Qing and Russia was also depicted as a confrontation between two
expansionist non-Chinese colonizing powers in early PRC history textbooks.

18 To highlight the idea of Chinese sovereignty over Tibet, the lesson even includes a story
in the supplementary reading materials about the Panchen Lama who rebuffed the scheme
of the ‘British colonists’ to ‘destroy the unity of China’ and ‘expressed clearly’ to the British
that ‘the whole of Tibet was under the sovereign control of the Chinese Emperor’ (PEP 2001a:
110).

19 For example, after introducing the Han-Hun relation during the Han dynasty (202 Bce-220
cE), the lesson uses the ‘Free Reading Card’ to introduce the ‘splendid headwear of the Hun
womern’, taken as evidence of the well-developed craftsmanship of the Hun ethnic group (PEP
2001b: 81). In another example of ethnic relations during the Tang Dynasty, the lesson uses a
‘Free Reading Card’ to introduce the Potala Palace, acknowledging it as being a ‘treasure of the
Tibetan architectural art’ (PEP 2001a: 27).

20 Zhonghua, the Chinese name for China, comprises two characters: zhong, which refers to it
‘being central’ and hua, referring to its ‘splendid culture or civilization’. Non-Chinese groups
have often been referred to in Chinese traditional literature as siyi, that is, ‘barbarians of the
four quarters’, reflecting the belief that these groups had not yet learned the proper ways of
dressing, eating, dwelling and/or travelling (Yi 2008).

21 The textbooks occasionally acknowledge the influences of non-Han groups on Han. However,
the specific words ‘learning’ or ‘studying’ are never used in discussion of such situations.

22 While some resistance may take radical forms (as shown by the eruption of open dissent and
protests in independence-seeking minority regions such as Tibet and Xinjiang), others may
take less violent forms, such as the decision made by minority parents to send their children
to Buddhist temples or so-called illegal religion study centres in Xinjiang rather than the state
school system (Yan and Whitty 2016; Yi 2008; Hansen 1999). Moreover, there has been a rise
in conservative religious practices in Xinjiang, which are arguably another form of resistance
against Han assimilation.

23 These include, for example, practices such as preferential quotas for minority students in
national college entrance examinations, central government subsidies for education in frontier
regions and 12 years of free education for children in southern Xinjiang (predominantly
inhabited by Muslim Uyghurs), compared to only nine years in most parts of the country.

24 It should be acknowledged that as the CCP is using curriculum and textbooks to secure
consent from the governed, it is attempting to exercise a sort of ‘hegemony’ (though in a less
subtle way), and arguably it has in some respects been quite successful in this, at least as far as
the majority Han population is concerned. Certainly, the ‘official view’ of the status of China’s
various ‘minorities’ appears to command considerable consent from the Han Chinese — rather
less so, however, from many of the minorities themselves (especially Uyghurs and Tibetans).
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Chapter 4

Social Theory, Biological Sciences
and the Sociology of Knowledge in
Education

Deborah Youdell and Martin R. Lindley

Introduction

In this chapter we explore what it is possible to say in and about education
in our current sociopolitical conditions, drawing on the rich legacy of the
sociology of knowledge in education and education engagements with
Judith Butler’s writing on the ‘domain of the sayable’.

We demonstrate the insight that this analytical lens can offer by
applying it to the broad field of education, in relation to schools and
higher education institutions. We then go on to apply this lens specif-
ically to understand the current enthusiasm, ambivalence and contest-
ation over the developing field of biosocial education. We explore what
the historical refutation of biology within the field of sociology means for
the sociology of education’s capacity for and mode of engagement with
new knowledges being generated by contemporary biological sciences,
in particular those drawing on genetic and molecular technologies.

This consideration is driven by three key currents. The first is
the rapid developments in fields such as molecular biology, analytical
chemistry, epigenetics and neuroscience that are generating new
knowledge of the body and demonstrating the influence that environ-
mental factors have on the body’s functioning. The second is the popular
and policy interest in this work, in particular genetic science and neuro-
science, and how these might be put to work in education. The third is
the tendency within critical sociology of education to respond to these



knowledges as a threat or danger and analyse policymakers’ advocacy of
these as ‘bio-molecular rationalities of governance’ (Gulson and Webb
2017). Despite the compelling arguments put forward by such critiques,
we have been convinced of the importance of holding a distinction,
albeit slippery, between scientific knowledge and the uses made of
this in policy, politics or popular rhetoric, and, in turn, of engaging in
productive dialogue and collaboration between sociology of education
and these biological sciences (Youdell et al. 2017).

Through our analysis we make a case for sociology of education to
take great care in refuting fields of knowledge. We propose transdiscip-
linary approaches that are alert to the potential problems of old and
new manifestations of biological determinism, but which recognize the
creative and potentially equalizing possibilities of biosocial education
research. Such biosocial education research, we argue, should be
informed by an understanding of the enfolded nature of the social and
the biological, offering analyses built on social and biological insights
into the body’s plasticity and the body’s openness to social influence.
Sociology of education and broader critical studies in education should
recognize that we are biosocial.

Powerful knowledge, dangerous knowledge,
power-knowledge, politics of knowledge

In order to explore what constitutes knowledge in contemporary
education and in sociology of education in particular, and understand
the reluctance in the field of sociology of education and social sciences
more broadly to engage with the new biological sciences, we borrow key
insights from the sociology of knowledge, in particular work by Geoff
Whitty, as well as from Foucauldian understandings of knowledge and
its operations, and Judith Butler’s work on the domain of the sayable.
Our current dilemma, then, is located in the continuities and shifts of the
politics of knowledge.

We argue, ultimately, that the Foucauldian readings of power/
knowledge and governmentality in education that have been so
generative now also constitute a new orthodoxy in the sociology of
education. This leads to a somewhat paradoxical situation when the
radical and subjugated knowledges of Left/postmodern critique act to
censor science in this domain, a refusal that Maurizio Meloni (2016)
identifies as being at the very heart of the discipline of sociology.
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This is highly situationally and temporally specific, of course. While
biopolitics may constitute a new orthodoxy in sociology of education, in
the wider domains of politics, popular understanding and government
and private investment this is certainly not the case. As the sociology
of knowledge teaches us, knowledges are multiple and their status — as
truths, as disavowed, as reviled — are multiple, mobile and contingent.

Forinstance, through the efforts of genetic research and government
and private investment we see huge international biobanks and big data
projects taking shape that have the potential to transform the way we
understand ourselves (Williamson et al. 2017; Baker 2015) as well as the
way we engage with medicine and, potentially, education (Williamson
2019; Plomin 2018). It is already possible to buy personalized genomic
profiling and ‘polygenic scores’ that set out our propensity for all sorts
of things, from character traits to diseases and learning ‘disorders’. This
genomic medicine and direct-to-consumer genomic testing demonstrate
how new biosciences such as behavioural genetics might be identified
as new modalities of governance or, indeed, the regimes of truth of this
moment. We must, then, be careful and precise about the ways in which
we engage biosciences and the claims we make for and about education
in the light of these engagements.

The sociology of school knowledge

The sociology of school knowledge has brought the sociological inter-
rogation of knowledge into the context of education to respond to the
persistent issue of who knowledge serves (Apple 1990). This work
demonstrates that knowledge is neither universal nor neutral but,
rather, is always social and ideological (Berger and Luckmann 1966)
and provides important interrogations of the ‘selection, organization and
distribution of knowledge in the school curriculum’ (Whitty 1985: 12).
Furthermore, and perhaps most significantly, the sociology of
knowledge demonstrates how different forms of knowledge become
attached to particular social groups and institutions such that there is
identifiable ‘elite knowledge’ that is distinguishable from, for example,
‘working-class knowledge’. This recognition underscores the fact that
the curriculum is social, reflects choices regarding inclusions and
exclusions and is non-necessary (Bernstein 1977; Young 1971). It is
historically situated and loaded with historically embedded content
(Williams 1965). And when particular forms of knowledge are either
centred in or proscribed by the curriculum, this makes education a
space of recognition and success for some students (e.g. elite students)
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and a space of exclusion for others (e.g. working-class and minoritized
students).

In turn this recognition generates a debate, ongoing since the
1970s, over which knowledges should properly form the curriculum
— Michael Apple gets to the kernel of this with the question of ‘whose
knowledge counts?’ (Apple 2000). This debate pivots around the
matter of whether the school curriculum should be comprised of ‘elite’
knowledge or ‘relevant’ knowledge. And, by extension, how educators
can intervene in and change the curriculum and its role in the reproduc-
tion of social relations.

While the sociology of school knowledge of the 1970s and
1980s often advocated a shift from elite to relevant knowledge in the
curriculum, Whitty was concerned that this may be a ‘naive possibil-
itarianism’ (Whitty 1974, cited in Whitty 2010) that would not transform
society and, indeed, might serve to reproduce existing hierarchies and
inequities. His work problematized knowledge in general and advocated
taking all knowledge as the object of enquiry. Whitty (1985) cites
Musgrove (1968) to argue that we should:

examine [curriculum] subjects within school and in the nation
at large as social systems sustained by communication networks,
material endowments and ideologies. Within a school and
within a wider society [curriculum] subjects are communities of
people, competing and collaborating with one another, defining
and defending their binaries, demanding allegiance from their
members and conferring a sense of identity upon them. (Musgrove
1968: 101, cited in Whitty 1985: 12-13)

In this vein, Whitty led a major study into the possibilities and limits
of embedding themes across the curriculum to deliver potentially
empowering social education for young people (Whitty et al. 1994), and
when Deborah worked with him in the early 1990s he was leading (with
Peter Aggleton) the Health and Education Research Unit at the Institute
of Education, London, whose work was centred on what at that time was
the ‘dangerous’ knowledges of sex, drugs and HIV/AIDS education. What
this highlights is that knowledge might simultaneously be elite, relevant,
dangerous or reviled, and the same knowledge might be differently
positioned across different contexts — the reviled knowledge of the
condom in ‘polite company’ is valuable knowledge in a sexual encounter.

Scholars such as Geoff Whitty, Michael Apple and Michael Young,
then, turned the attention of the sociology of school knowledge to
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‘powerful knowledge’, asking what knowledge is powerful, for whom
and in what circumstances, and how this powerful knowledge can be
put to work for social justice (Apple 1990, 2000). In his more recent
work Michael Young emphasizes that in the context of the school formal
curriculum ‘difficult, off-putting knowledge’ may well also be ‘powerful
knowledge’ and that access to this powerful knowledge is especially
important for minoritized students who may not have had access to it
(Young 2008, cited in Whitty 2010). If the knowledge created by the new
biological sciences is powerful knowledge, then perhaps the sociology of
knowledge and the wider domain of social science need to engage with it.

Power/knowledge

While the sociology of school knowledge of the 1970s and 1980s is not
directly informed by the work of Michel Foucault, it is clearly influenced
by that same zeitgeist. As Foucault’s wider influence in education
developed, so did the recognition of the inseparability of power/
knowledge in discourse and the productive effects of these. Knowledge
no longer belongs to certain people to the exclusion of others; knowledge
constitutes these people through the subjectivating force of discourse
(Youdell 2006, 2010; Foucault 1991).

Michel Foucault’s (2002) The Order of Things explores the ordering
of knowledge and its production and productivity through the sorting
and classification of all manner of things, including people. The invention
of ‘man’ as a human subject, Foucault argues, places man at the centre
of knowledge at the same time as this knowledge enables ‘man’ to be
known. For Foucault, this invention is concurrent and entangled with the
‘invention’ of ‘science’, achieved through the simultaneous production
of specialist knowledge, techniques and technical specialists, which
together demarcate a field and its ideas. Science, Foucault suggests, is
a discourse that functions as a ‘regime of truth’ that shapes the field and
the social while asserting a scientific account of the human subject.

For many social scientists, political theorists and sociologists of
education this account of science has come to be widely accepted, an
orthodoxy. Yet for the biological scientist authoring this paper such a
claim does not reflect scientific inquiry and the knowledge it generates
(Youdell and Lindley 2019). The generation of scientific knowledge is
not by necessity also the subjugation of the human subject. Furthermore,
science (if it ever was that way) has changed. Foucault’s contestation of
the scientific account of the human strangely resonates with contem-
porary biological accounts of the body’s plasticity and the profound
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influence of multiple environmental and social factors on the body.
Foucault writes:

...we [society] believe[s], in any event, that the body obeys the
exclusive laws of physiology and escapes the influence of history,
but this too is false. The body is moulded by a great many distinct
regimes; it is broken down by the rhythms of work, rest, and
holidays; it is poisoned by food or values, through eating habits or
moral laws; it constructs resistances. (Foucault 1984)

If we set this alongside contemporary epigenetics, or locate it in the
context of nutrigenomics (Hussey et al. 2017), we find emerging scientific
knowledge that can demonstrate and put molecular mechanisms to the
body’s ‘resistances’ that Foucault speaks of. In relation to epigenetics
David Moore (2015: 60-1) notes:

Because stimulation arising in the environment can affect biological
activity at several levels—at the level of the neurons in our sensory
organs, at the level of the hormones in our bloodstreams, at the
level of the genes in our cell nuclei—an essential part of how we
come to be as we are will always be what we experience, that is,
the contexts that our minds, bodies, cells, organs, and genes find
themselves in. This perspective encourages us to think about how
factors interact to produce our characteristics, and more specifically,
how nongenetic factors influence genetic expression.

It is not, then, that either scientific knowledge or sociological/political
knowledge should be foregrounded. Rather, these knowledges are in
relationship. It is the nature of these relationship between domains of
knowledge, and how these relationships vary across context, that we
should attend to.

This concern with the significance of knowledge interactions is at
the centre of Bernstein’s work on classification, which, Whitty notes,
‘reflects the distribution of power and the principles by which boundaries
are established between categories’ (Whitty 2010: 36). Strong classifica-
tion — which insists that ‘things must be kept apart’ (36) — may mark the
persistence of science as a regime of truth, but it also marks the long-
standing refusal of biology by the sociology of education.

Furthermore, Whitty highlights the significance of what is done
with knowledge — it is not simply curriculum content that is of concern,
but also the pedagogic, relational and institutional. He argues:
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Whether or not particular aspects of education are ultimately
reproductive or transformative in their effects is essentially
a political question concerning how they are worked upon
pedagogically and politically and how they become articulated
with other struggles in and beyond school. (Whitty 1985: 90)

This insight into the nature of school knowledge and what is done with
it and the contexts in which it circulates, is worked upon, and interacts
with other forces can be extrapolated to the wider field of education, to
the sociology of education and, indeed, to biological sciences.

Sociology and biology: Irreconcilable knowledges?

Science has a persistent reputation as a generator of dangerous
knowledge — Mary Shelley’s consideration and partial advocacy of the
pursuit of dangerous knowledge in Frankenstein, first published in 1818,
narrates both the power and dangers of scientific exploration. Yet this
is a particular, and let us not forget fictional, positioning of scientific
knowledge generated at a particular historical moment of scientific
work. As we have already noted, it is our intention to maintain, as far as
possible, a separation of biological and sociological knowledge from the
regimes and rationalities that these may or may not come to be deployed
through. As Whitty notes in relation to school knowledge, it is not simply
a matter of which/whose knowledge; it is a matter of what is done with
it, how it interacts with other knowledges, practices and institutions. In
relation to the deployments of new knowledges being generated in the
biological sciences, we find biological knowledges put to work in ways
that are worrying (Baker 2015), transformative (Williamson et al. 2017)
and beneficial and potentially equalizing (Youdell and Lindley 2019;
Kirby et al. 2010).

Maurizio Meloni’s analysis in his book Political Biology (2016)
makes two crucial points. The first is that the discipline of sociology —
that is, sociology as a body of knowledge with its own domain and
expertise — emerged at least in part from a rejection of science in general
and of biology specifically as an explanatory framework for understand-
ing humans and human experience. The separation of science from
sociology is, according to Meloni, embedded in the very foundation of
sociology as a discipline. This, he goes on, provides some insight into
the persistent and dedicated refusal of science — both methods and
knowledges — in sociology.
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The second crucial point that Meloni makes concerns the
connection between particular knowledges and politics. Through his
Foucauldian archaeology of eugenics, Meloni demonstrates how, in
fields of contested emergent knowledge, particular knowledge comes
to prominence and how this occurs in a dynamic and non-necessary
relationship with particular political positionings and discourses.
Specifically, Meloni makes the confronting case that the meanings and
social functions of particular versions of ‘hard’ heredity are not intrinsic
to that thinking but came to adhere to and become part of particular
far-right political discourse and practice through deployment over time —
a process he calls crystallization:

One of the key points of my analysis is that contingent historical
events, especially in inter-war eugenics, produced the specific
alignment of science and values we have assumed natural or logical.
But if contingent historical events, rather than logical necessity,
produced a certain crystallization of values, then things could have
been very different, according to the particular scientific theories
that were discarded. (Meloni 2016: 131)

Meloni illustrates how in the work of biologists such as Saleeby, a
‘nurtural eugenics’ that included the influence of heredity as well as ‘all
the influences which nourish, mould, and modify the individual’, this
broad project was concerned with both the biological and the social and
orientated to the social good - ‘and which therefore included education,
social reform, and philanthropy. These progressive projects were not,
in this schema, antithetical to eugenics’ (Saleeby 1914: 24, 33, cited by
Meloni 2016: 103). Furthermore, he invites us not only to engage the
equalizing potential that was claimed for education informed by ‘soft’
heredity during the interwar period, but also to encounter the possibility
that ‘hard’ heredity need not automatically be fascistic.

Despite these important interventions, Meloni does continue to
read the political entanglement of science as unavoidable, and
so perhaps provides only limited support for any desire to hold
apart science knowledge and the social and political projects for
which science is mobilized. Meloni argues: ‘[I]n biology no major
theory (e.g., heredity, human nature, nature versus nurture) was
ever elaborated without implicit or explicit reference to political
factors, and, once elaborated, every scientific position becomes
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a force affecting morality and politics, often in contradictory and
ambivalent ways. (Meloni 2016: 15)

The growing insight into the environmental influences on epigenetic
regulation of gene expression means that the prominence of under-
standings of hard heredity has been seriously challenged. Yet, Meloni
is ambivalent about what an epigenetics-informed new ‘soft’ eugenics
might be made to do and what science-political knowledge alliance might
crystallize: “The double-edged sword of biological plasticity is as sharp
as ever: Since bad experiences can turn into bad biology, is epigenetics
bad news? Or is it good news because we can reverse the legacies of
traumatic experiences?’ (Meloni 2016: 212).

Returning again to Whitty’s sociology of school knowledge, we are
reminded that the knowledge itself is just part of the problem: ‘some of
the key challenges in giving disadvantaged pupils access to powerful
knowledge—and giving it meaningful and critical purchase on their
everyday lives—are pedagogic ones’ (Whitty 2010: 40). What biosocial
education does with biological, sociological and biosocial knowledges is,
once again, key. And yet, as Foucault’s account of science as a regime
of truth and of the body’s resistances show, normative knowledges and
their forceful productivities are not easily set aside, even when these
are shaken from within, for instance as we see in Moore’s account of
epigenetic influences.

A sociology of speakability

In order to develop further our analysis of the recognition of biosocial
education, we turn to Judith Butler’s work on the domain of speakability
that extends analyses of the productive force of knowledge and begins to
suggest what we refer to here as a sociology of speakability. Judith Butler
writes:

The question is not what it is I will be able to say, but what will
constitute the domain of the sayable within which I begin to speak
atall. ... To move outside of the domain of speakability is to risk one’s
status as a subject. To embody the norms that govern speakability
in one’s speech is to consummate one’s status as a subject of speech.
(Butler 1997a: 133, original emphasis)
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Here the issue is not what we are not allowed to say—a repressive
force—but the parameters of what it is possible to say and make
sense—a productive force. These parameters of speakability are
not just in play in the content of our speech (or other forms of
representation and practice) and the ideas and discourses that we
deploy. These parameters of speakability also govern and constrain
the recognisability of us as subjects. This suggests a particular
account of intelligible subjects, one who comes into being through
subjectivation: ‘subjectivation’ denoted both the becoming of the
subject and the process of subjection—one inhabits the figure of
autonomy only by becoming subjected to a power, a subjection
which implies a radical dependency. (Butler 1997b: 83)

This simultaneous being made subject to power and being made a subject
means that subjecthood is always situated and constrained:

Processes of subjectivation and the performatives involved in these
processes have to make sense to work; they have to be ‘recognisable’
(Butler 1997b: 5) in the discourses that are circulating in the
settings and moments in which they are deployed. Subject-
hood and intelligibility, then, are bound together. If practices
do not cite an intelligible discourse then their performatives and
subjectivations will fail. While this failure might be seen as ‘freeing’
the subject from subjectivation, if this is a freedom from subject-hood
then the question of whether we can ‘be’ anyone or anything if we are
not subjects becomes pressing. (Youdell 2011: 42, emphasis added)

This question underscores the fundamental productivity of the force of
speakability and of silence and raises the curious question of whether we
can be sociologists of education or biological scientists while we engage
biosocial education.

Laura Teague has offered an incisive analysis of the domain of the
sayable in the primary school curriculum. She highlights an important
distinction between censorship and sayability:

[This] moves us away from the notion of an external censor,
refusing permission for our plans, but, rather, suggests that the
plans we come up with in the first place are already censored:
they are formed in the domain of the sayable. . . . it is through the
moments of silence encountered when we stumble towards what is
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unsayable or the seeming impossibility of speaking some words out
loud that I become aware of its presence. (Teague 2017: 3-4)

Teague exposes the subtle and often unrecognized effects of speakability
— for Teague we are often already constrained by the domain of speak-
ability before we even begin to imagine, think, develop ideas or speak.
Whether we can imagine biosocial education, and the particular forms of
biosocial that we imagine, are constrained in this way. When we struggle
to imagine quite how the biosocial will proceed, we ‘stumble towards
what is unsayable’ in Teague’s terms. When we encounter resistance
and refusal from the fields of sociology or biology, we encounter the
limits of speakability. The injuries of foreclosures that are effected by
the conditions of speakability, then, may well not be ones we rail over,
we may only notice them when we find ourselves speaking and incom-
prehensible, our words not grasped or even reviled, ourselves on the
outside. These conditions of speakability constitute and reconstitute
the domains in which we operate and in which we make sense: school
education, higher education, sociology of education, biological science
and, indeed, the public sphere. According to Teague, ‘[t]he issue of the
domain of the sayable is always political. It is about what can be said,
where and by whom’ (Teague 2017: 11).

Speakability in education

The conditions of speakability then, have profound implications for
education, from the funding models that govern the flows of money to
educational institutions to the everyday educational practices inside
classrooms and the sorts of subjects that can be recognized in them. The
conditions of speakability limit and are the site of politics in education.
Critical education scholarship has a long-standing concern with
the politics of education. Michael Apple’s account of multiple political
factions and ideologies that have shaped education over the past three
or more decades is useful. The domain of speakability in contemporary
education is no doubt influenced substantially by those political factions
and ideologies that Apple identifies: as they cross-cut, contend and
coalesce, neoliberalism, neoconservatism, working-class and middle-
class forms of authoritarian populism, and middle-class managerialism,
all shape what is meaningful, valuable and possible in education (Apple
2006). Here we think about these factions and ideologies as discourses
in an education assemblage (Youdell 2011) that has multiple elements
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and productive forces. This includes the macroeconomics that underpin
these ideologies, the material practices that they demand of schools and
of subjects, as well as the knowledges that become hegemonic, which
delineate the domain of the sayable, or, in Foucault’s terms, function as
‘regimes of truth’. Such an assemblage, and the discourses and practices
that produce it, does not remain unchanged — it moves and morphs as
new knowledges, technologies, subjects and other elements are incor-
porated. It is this mobile convergence of elements in an education
assemblage that makes it possible, for instance, for ‘brain-based’ learning
underpinned by cognitive load theory to become embedded as school
inspection criteria, as it recently has been in the UK (Muijs 2019).

Speakability in school and higher education

What is sayable makes certain forms of speech possible (and unintel-
ligible), and at the same time makes particularly demarcated subjects
intelligible (and impossible). In contemporary education the domain of
the sayable demands and makes certain sorts of subjects — the teacher
who must want the best outcomes in high-stakes tests above all things;
the professor who must want high impact factor publications; the parent
who must want the top test results for their children.

In school education the domain of the sayable is assembled through
persistent policy and political rhetoric, embedded in and through media,
the concerted efforts of edu-industry, and becomes part of popular
understanding among publics. The domain of the sayable demands
and makes: choice, accountability, markets, performance indicators,
high-stakes tests; ability and ability groupings; learning styles; intel-
ligence; mindfulness; personalization; brain-based learning; metacog-
nition; the knowledge curriculum. Beyond the domain of the sayable
are the ideas that become derided, unspeakable, absurd and perhaps
unthinkable: mixed-ability grouping and classrooms; student-directed
learning; progressive education; critical pedagogies; well-resourced
‘common’ schools; learning outcomes undifferentiated by class and race;
the ‘good’ teacher and ‘good’ parent who do not strive for outcomes in
high-stakes tests.

In higher education this domain of the sayable is assembled
through similar forces. The intensification of work and insecurity of
positions mean careful calculations — from what we research to what we
say publicly in meetings. These conditions of work in university mean it
can no longer be relied on as the site of critical thought. In the domain
of the sayable, the professor must want high impact factor publications
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and, in the UK, research impact in the ‘real world’. Choosing critical-
left social justice orientated research agendas, choosing to write from
positions of political commitment, choosing to critique policy directions
and their effects may well mean choosing to be an outlier, in conver-
sation with oneself, on the fringes of speakability. It may be to forego
performance-related pay rises, to fail to show ‘impact’ and perhaps, over
time, to fail to meet the criteria of ‘excellence’ demanded of publications.
It may become the reason that no more like us are hired.

Speakability: The biosocial and the sociology of
education

Speakability is not simply imposed from the ‘top’ by politicians, policy-
makers or institutions and their senior administrators. Speakability
is contextual, it shifts, what is speakable depends on the discursive
constraints of the territory in which we speak and the productive forces
that modulate that territory. Understanding the conditions of speak-
ability offers useful insight into the positioning of and possibilities for
biosocial thinking in education.

The domain of the sayable in education can be seen in large part to
be effected by the machinery of the political Right, by the discourses of
neoliberalism, neoconservatism and new managerialism, newly inflected
with, for example, deployments of educational neuroscience. But speak-
ability in education is not a singular position and what is speakable
in critical education studies and the sociology of education is also
constrained. In the context of the discipline of sociology of education,
the old hierarchical split between science and sociology does not hold,
even if policymakers seem to continue to venerate science and ignore
much sociology. It is important that we do not to pretend that within the
academic discipline, sociology is subordinate knowledge. More specifi-
cally, poststructural sociology of education, which was marginal and
struggled for recognition two decades ago, has now established its own
canon and its own status in the field. Foucauldian analyses of education
policy, politics and processes is now very well established and has moved
from the fringe to the disciplinary centre. Indeed, that this body of work
functions as a new orthodoxy as it constitutes this domain of speakability
is reflected in charges of ‘discursive determinism’ levelled at poststruc-
tural sociology of education, for instance by new materialist or Deleuzian
scholars, some of who were strong proponents of Foucauldian analyses
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at another time. This new materialist sociology of education in turn
delineates its own domain of the sayable.

Such orientations to ideas and flows of forces do not bode well for
biosocial knowledge in the sociology of education. It is already crystal-
lizing among critical education scholars that as a tool of governance,
bioscience has acted and continues to act against the interests of
minoritized and disadvantaged groups. The readings of bio-rationalities
and the molecularization of governance now circulating in sociology of
education are compelling, detailing as they do some potentially discrim-
inatory and/or damaging uses that emerging biological knowledge and
technologies are being put to, as well as the new intellectual, research,
university, commercial and government alliances and financial flows
that these entail (see, e.g., Gulson and Webb 2017; Williamson et al.
2017; Edwards et al. 2015). Yet, these often compelling accounts may
also act as foreclosures. A new counter-hegemonic hegemony appears
to be produced as a new set of anti-science meanings and sentiments
crystallize and the domain of speakability is further delineated. These
accounts render all but unspeakable orientations towards a transdiscip-
linary biosocial encounter in education of the sort that we are engaged
in. This unspeakability is encountered in silence as well as in expressions
of worry or concern over the inevitability of the biosocial going to the
ends of the hegemonic alliance about which Michael Apple writes.

But why are critical sociologists of education so sure that an
encounter between social and biological questions, methods and
analyses in education, will inevitably contribute to inequality and the
persistence of deterministic accounts of educational success and failure?
Certainly, biological knowledge has been deployed in the past to these
effects, and there are contemporary strands in, for instance, evolutionary
genetics that continue to insist in the genetic nature of much educational
difference (see Plomin 2018; Gillborn 2016). As Meloni (2016)
points out, in the contemporary context it does not seem unlikely that
individuals will be punished for their plastic body not being moulded in
the ways demanded by the state, institutions and prevailing social norms.
Yet much contemporary research in biological sciences (epigenetics,
neuroscience, metabolomics) is investigating the indeterminacy of the
body’s mechanisms, the influence of environment on the functioning of
the body at a molecular level, and the potential of the body’s functioning
to change. The environmental-biological intra-action and long-term
plasticity that is at the centre of much contemporary human bioscience
pushes strongly away from hard heredity and naturalized inequality.
Echoing Meloni’s analysis of the political biology of eugenics, we want
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to assert that there is nothing intrinsically conservative, discriminatory
or deterministic about understanding the molecular mechanisms of the
human body and integrating this with nuanced understandings of social
and cultural processes. The meanings and uses of biosocial analyses in
education are yet to crystallize and the ways in which critical educators
engage with and shape these meanings and uses have the potential to
influence this crystallization.

The false (or hopeful) call to interdisciplinarity

The rejection of biological sciences within much of the sociology of
education and allied critical scholarship might be read as sitting in
tension with a wider push for interdisciplinarity in scholarship and
research. In the UK, for instance, government-driven research policy for
higher education emphasizes the importance of interdisciplinarity for
innovation and developing new responses to pressing challenges and
this is also seen in related non-governmental funding bodies. The UK’s
government-funded basic biological and economic and social research
councils in 2014 put out a joint call for biosocial research and funded
£8 million worth of studies, primarily in health sciences. Similarly, the
current major programme of research funded by the UK government’s
Department for International Development foregrounds work across
disciplines. While these are notable, they are not indicative of a major
shift to interdisciplinary funding. That said, in 2020 the UK’s research
councils are being combined into a single body — Research Councils UK
—and a key stated driver of this is the facilitation of interdisciplinarity.

Beyond major government funding, the Wellcome Trust, a major
UK science research philanthropic funder has key funding streams for
interdisciplinary collaborative research — though one funding stream is
aimed at collaboration across natural sciences and one funding stream is
aimed at collaboration across humanities and social sciences, so neither
is a ready conduit for work across the natural and social sciences.

That said, the Wellcome Trust and UK government recently collab-
oratively funded a programme of work in neuroscience in education,
delivered through the government-established but independent
Education Endowment Foundation (EEF). Funding from the EEF is
specifically targeted at education interventions expressly aimed at
supporting the learning of the most disadvantaged students and closing
socio-economic ‘gaps’ in educational outcomes. By incorporating neuro-
science among its funding calls, the EEF transforms the domain of the
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sayable — the ‘problem’ becomes education that is inadequately informed
about the workings of the brain and the ‘solution’, tested by randomized
control trials and independent evaluation, is the deployment of neuro-
science-informed interventions. Neuroscience becomes the key to
education. The results of this programme of work are beginning to be
published, on the EEF ‘toolkit’ and in refereed journal articles. These
results are equivocal, and in some instances null (EEF n.d.a; EEF n.d.b;
Mason et al. 2017). This may be due in part to the particular methodology
imposed on studies by the EEF, a moment in which methodological
speakability becomes apparent. But it is likely that this is also because
the EEF operates on an intervention-based model that pushes scientific
research to make claims in particular ways and leaves unspeakable the
need for circumspection, for exploration. It is also a potential driver for
education interventions to get ahead of the basic science.

Our continued efforts to secure funding through social science
routes to pursue interdisciplinary biosocial work in education has been
met with encouragement, contempt and rejection at both large and
small scale. Similarly, publications advocating such work or reporting
on preliminary syntheses of research across these domains has been met
with significant resistance before publication. Of course, the problem
might simply be one of quality. Yet as journal board members, research
grant panel members, and ethics committee members across our
respective fields, as well as authors and applicants, it is clear this is not
as simple as a problem of quality. Writing across domains and generating
coherence across divergent conceptual framings as well as divergent data
is challenging, but the key challenge is one of disciplinary knowledge and
boundaries, and the explicit and implicit policing of these. The problem
is one of speakability.

Final comments

In an education field that is fraught with injustice and singularity of
meaning and possibility, we contend that we should endeavour to build
transdisciplinary counter-hegemonic alliances and not render particular
knowledges unspeakable. After Butler (2005), we hope that we leave the
account open-ended. In this sense, we advocate and endeavour to enact
collaboration while ‘degrounded’ (Youdell and Lindley 2019). Judith
Butler writes:
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I think we need to pursue the moments of degrounding, when
we’re standing in two different places at once; or we don’t know
exactly where we're standing; or when we’ve produced an aesthetic
practice that shakes the ground. That’s where resistance to
recuperation happens. It’s like a breaking through to a new set of
paradigms. (Butler et al. 1994: 35)

Clearly not anything is sayable; as Butler and Spivak note, we must
produce ‘efficacious speech’, and in the domain of the sayable, this is a
‘wager’ — speech is an inducement, an incitement, and it always carries
uncertainty (Butler and Spivak 2007: 55). Nevertheless, it remains the
case that many things can and are being done with biological knowledges,
some of which may be to the benefit of disadvantaged students or to
counter-hegemonic alliances. For instance, we have written recently
about the potential to deploy biological research to investigate the effects
that particular school practices might have on the biochemistry of bodies
and, in turn, potentially challenge high-stakes tests and the chronic
classroom stress they are believed to produce (Youdell et al. 2017). This
is the sort of biosocial research in education towards which we hope
we are heading; and, we believe, this is not simply another iteration of
the ‘naive possibilitarianism’ (Whitty 1974, cited in Whitty 2010) that
Whitty was concerned about (Whitty 1985). The effects of knowledge
are not intrinsic to the knowledge itself — we hope that the sociology of
education does not forget this fundamental insight.
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