DANGERS, POSSIBILITIES
AND THE FUTURE OF EDUCATION
An Interview with Prof. Svi Shapiro conducted
by Prof. Sherry Shapiro

(The original interview was conducted at the Adam Mickiewicz University,
Poznan Poland on October, 10. 2014. What follows is an edited version of
that interview)

1. Tell us something about your personal and professional background and your
present position?

I grew up in London, England in a working-class Jewish family. My parents al-
ways voted for the left-of-center Labour Party. From an early age I considered
myself a socialist and spent most of my youth in a Jewish Socialist Youth
Movement. I lived for a few years in Israel before arriving in the United States
where I completed my graduate studies. I was very much influenced by the
youth culture of the 1960’s. I have for many years been a Professor of Education
and Cultural Studies and much of my work has focused around a doctoral pro-
gram in Cultural Studies and Education. I served as a director of this program
for several years as well as chairing the larger department of which this is a part.

2. What has been the main focus and interest of your work?

The main focus of my work has been in the connection between educational
practice and policy, and social justice and democracy. More recently my work
has focused on a related question of how education can be a vehicle for creating
a less violent, more peaceful culture both nationally and globally. In all of my
work I have been concerned with the way education raises questions about the
moral and social purposes of human existence, and the way human beings relate
to one another.
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3. You are well known as a critic of educational policy in the United States, can
you speak about this? What are the problems as you see them?

This question requires a much longer answer - one that questions who controls
education, and for what purpose does it exist? Currently we see in the United
States an increasing tendency to assess educational quality and outcomes
through the use of an ever-increasing deployment of standardized tests. As
many critics of education in the Unites States have observed, public schools in
America have become little more than factories of testing. More and more time
is given over to preparation for tests, teachers are forced to make test results the
central concern of their teaching, schools are judged on these test results. The re-
sults have been deleterious for education. There is less and less time and oppor-
tunity for the classroom being a space in which critical thinking is developed,
creativity encouraged, and imagination nurtured. For students schooling be-
comes more and more a site of boredom and stress. For teachers, education has
little connection to the kind of work that they hoped and expected when making
the decision to become teachers. All of this must be seen in the larger context in
which education is increasing defined as a function of the corporate economy
and what is taught is valued only if it contributes to the formation of human
capital. Not surprisingly school policies are set and legislated increasingly, not
by educators, but by business interest and their political allies. This is a tendency
that is apparent not just in K-12 schooling but even in the university system
where any kind of education that is not applicable to the world of jobs and job
training is viewed as irrelevant. The increasing influence of business interest al-
lied to a right-wing politics has also meant the movement towards delegitimiz-
ing public education and replacing it with a system of private, often commercial,
enterprises. Here the mantra is easily recognized as that of neo-liberalism; public
services are to be eliminated or cut back drastically, the market place determines
what is good for society. With its emphasis on privatization and competition the
idea of education being concerned with the general improvement and welfare of
a society is slowly gutted. The dominance of business interests and right-wing
politics means that education as the vehicle for a critically aware democracy is
undermined. So too, are the humanistic goals of education concerned with im-
buing a younger generation with the desire for creativity, divergent thinking,
imagination and a life of thoughtful reflection.

4. Nowadays in the United States we hear a lot about the importance of technical
training and skills. Given this tendency how important do you think the arts and
humanities are in how we educate young people?

Obviously parents are concerned that their children have the skills to enter the
workforce that training and technical skills may provide. However, we must
make a distinction here between the issue of training and education. Training is
essentially concerned with how we get things done, manipulate and control our



Z zycia naukowego 397

environment. This is certainly a part of what it means to live in modernity. This
must not be confused with education - education in its most profound sense is
always concerned with deepening and expanding our humanness. It can be no
surprise that in the priorities that are given to teaching in our schools those
things that are concerned with the humanities and the arts have low status and
even lower support in terms of funding. The latter areas seek to enrich the
meaning of being human beings and to foster the question of why and for what
purpose human life exist. The arts in particular connect us to questions about
our subjectivity and the nature of human relationships. They seek to expand the
human sense of possibility and to deconstruct our accepted ways of seeing in the
world. They enable us to develop the sense of possibility with regard to how we
live our lives, and how we relate to others. In a similar way the humanities seek
to contextualize human life - to understand the broader cultural influences that
shape human thinking and understanding. Schooling with its focus on analytic
cognate abilities give precedence to the mind over body and the masculine over
the feminine. In this sense we learn to devalue those things that have to do with
human emotions, sensibilities, desires, and personal understandings. In the
United States there is some recognition that the arts with their focus on imagina-
tion and expression can facilitate the acquisition of cognitive skills. However,
this should not be confused with a more radical understanding of art as a vehi-
cle for questioning and challenging the “taken for granted” world and for re-
imaging the way human life can exist. The arts in this sense help us to break out
from what Maxine Greene calls “the cotton wool” of existence, and what Mar-
cuse referred to as “making the familiar strange.”

5. When you talk about democracy and education in your work, and the impor-
tance of connecting education to citizenship, what do you mean?

In answering this question, I want to begin by referencing the words of Hannah
Arendt, the German Jewish philosopher, who in her commentary on the trial of
Adolph Eichmann talked about what she called the “banality of evil.” Arendt,
I believe was talking about a human condition in which individuals follow
commands without question or sensitivity to their consequences. This image of
human beings who have been schooled to thoughtlessly act in and on their
world continues to resonate strongly with me. I teach my students that the first
lesson in educating for democratic citizenship means to negate a passive con-
formist and quiescent way of being in the world. To be a citizen in a radically
democratic culture must mean that we teach our young people to question and
challenge where necessary the actions and beliefs of those in authority. Democ-
racy is the antithesis of apathy, cynicism and thoughtlessness. Citizenship in this
sense require what Henry Giroux refers to as “civic courage” - the willingness to
question and interrogate the world that is usually taken for granted. It means
a willingness to stand up for one’s beliefs. Of course, this assumes that individu-
als have beliefs - that is they have been able to critically question the forms of
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behavior and ideas that hold sway in society, in other words the capacity to
question what seems to be common sense.

Democratic citizenship should not be confused with libertarian individualism.
In contrast to the latter, democracy has at its core a concern with the well being
of all of those in society. It is not just about pursuing one’s own private ambi-
tions or desires. In this sense, democracy cannot be separated from the concern
for social justice. Democracy is to be measured, as Franklin Delano Roosevelt
famously noted, “not by the well-being of the most privileged among us, but by
how we treat those who have least.” So democratic citizenship is concerned with
the public good much more that private ambition. It is important that these con-
cerns not be understood as simply abstract theorizing. In the United States, as
well as globally, we see an ever increasing polarization of wealth and privilege;
to give one example, the family that owns the retail chain of Wal-Mart, now has
as much wealth as the bottom 30% of American society. And in the world 85
families now have as much wealth as one-half the population of the planet! In
America, with all of its wealth, 1 in 5 children live in poverty; 1% of the popula-
tion has a much wealth as the bottom 40%. Of course there are other issues that
demand democratic accountability and a generation brought up to ask hard
questions about the way our world presently functions. We have to note, here
the fact that while there is scientific consensus on the dangerous consequences
of our continued use of fossil fuels, greedy and socially irresponsible companies
continue their exploitation of carbon based energy sources. Of course the banal-
ity of evil today means the acceptance of continued violence against women and
girls. It means, too, the blind acceptance of consumerism as the source of au-
thentic human satisfaction. It means the continued violence against religious
and ethnic minorities, and national economies in which the production of war
materials play a major role in industrial production.

All of this may seem a long way from schools and education, but I do believe
that teachers can play an important role in being catalyst for developing critical
consciousness among young people, nurturing social responsibility, and solidar-
ity with others who share both our national and global lives. In this sense, edu-
cation for democratic citizenship is a matter of both consciousness and conscience.

6. You have been strongly influenced by the ideas of critical pedagogy especially
the work of the Brazilian educator, Paolo Freire. Can you talk about his ideas and
their importance to you? Freire argues that education is always a political activity.
What does he mean by this?

Let me start by noting the response of many of my students when reading the
work of Paolo Freire. They are frequently, to use an expression, “blown away”
by his words. I have often asked myself why this response. The answer, I think,
is that Freire conveys a number of things in his writing. The first of these is the
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sheer passion with which he speaks about the importance of education. For
teachers working in public schools, suffocating under bureaucratic regimes,
deadened by standardized curriculum and so on, Freire evokes and reminds all
of us of the beauty and value of real education. Even as he aged into his late
years he never waivered in his conviction that education was inseparable from
what he called “the ontological vocation of becoming human.” In other words,
he spoke from a passionate conviction that our purpose on earth was always to
realize the fullness of our humanity. This was for him a process that lasted as
long as we live. This unfolding of our humanity was for Freire a cause of con-
tinuous joy. To be human is to be on a continuing journey in which we discover
and realize the extraordinary mystery of human life. Of course for Freire this
journey was never an individual one alone. The realization of one’s humanity
can never be separated from the realization of the human value of all people. So
Freire celebrated life and the way that education infused us with possibility, but
he also insisted that this process must be understood as a collective one that we
undertake with all those others who share our world. This meant that education
had a responsibility to act upon our world to ensure that all people can live as
fully and with as much dignity as is possible. So in this sense Freire never sepa-
rated his educational work from the politics of social change. The thread of so-
cial justice ran through all of his philosophy and his practice. Not surprisingly,
Freire spent some of his life in a Brazilian jail, as his education was a catalyst for
the poor to demand greater justice. Freire connected his phenomenological un-
derstanding of reality with a Marxist understanding of power and control. He
taught us that educators must decide whether they are on the side of human lib-
eration, or whether they taught obedience to systems of unequal power and op-
portunity.

For me, and for many others, Paolo Freire is considered to be the father of criti-
cal pedagogy - an approach to education that speaks always to questions of so-
cial justice and freedom.

7. Can you say more about how you understand critical pedagogy and its rele-
vance to education today?

I have already mentioned the importance of Paolo Freire to critical pedagogy so
let me say a few things about my understanding of this philosophy and then
discuss its contemporary relevance. First central to critical pedagogy is the ques-
tion of the social. Education here is about the project of constructing a more and
just and democratic society. It seeks to uncover the ways in which we limit and
dehumanize individuals. It focuses upon the influence of ideology as the means
in societies that call themselves democratic to accommodate the mass of people
to inequalities and their subordination to the power of elites. Here, Freire’s call
to “problematize” the everyday realities of our lives becomes especially impor-
tance. Such problematizing helps us call into questions beliefs and practices that
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legitimate, mystify and ‘naturalize’” the way realty seems to operate. In this sense
knowledge and language are never innocent. They always help construct our
notions of what is true and real. For Freire and other critical teachers education
is always a matter of “reading the word and the world.” Whether this is in the
forms of textbooks or through the medium of popular culture a certain view of
human existence, reality and values are always in play. So from this point of
view, the classroom becomes a place in which both teacher and students are en-
couraged to question knowledge and to understand how knowledge and power
become connected. But it is important to understand that this process of ques-
tioning and challenging, and thinking critically, is about much more than the
usual academic goals. We question the world so that we are better able to chal-
lenge it and demand something better. Freire uses the terms conscientization that,
for me, evokes the twin goals of education that are both to raise critical aware-
ness or consciousness and to develop and sensitize our conscience. Critical
pedagogy is at its core the passionate demand to understand how our world
works in ways that do violence and dehumanize others and to be a catalyst for
working towards social change that might empower and validate the worth of
all human life.

In the classroom this means a space that in which student’s voices and experi-
ences become central to the process of learning. Here the teacher’s role is to fa-
cilitate the way in which individual lives cannot be fully understood without
understanding the social, political and economic context in which our experi-
ences are shaped. This has special significance to those who have been marginal-
ized or silenced because of race or ethnicity, gender or sexuality. The emphasis
is on the Socratic tradition in which we question the purpose of our lives, the
way in which we relate to others, what is held to be of value in our culture, and
how do inequities bear down on the lives of different students within our class-
room whether because of social class, race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, national
origins - or anything that marks of as different or having less value. The class-
room is concerned not with invidious competition between individuals but the
development of a community of honest dialogue, empathy and compassion. The
classroom also calls into question the usual structures of authority; teacher vs.
student, those who know vs. those who don’t know, rational vs. irrational, mind
vs. body. Not least, student goals are not about grades, test scores, academic
achievement but focus upon the ways in which we all might contribute to
a more just, democratic and environmentally sane world.

Let me add finally that critical pedagogy is not to be understood as a formula for
teaching but rather it is a continuing tradition of the application of critical theory
and practice to the work of education. In this sense, critical pedagogy’s initial
concern with social class has expanded to embrace critical race theory, feminist
and queer theory and other ideas that continue to expand our understanding of
how we are shaped and influenced in the context of unequal relations of power
and privilege. Critical pedagogy must also be seen as an important intervention



Z zycia naukowego 401

around the meaning of democracy and in particular the contribution of educa-
tion to a democratic citizenry and culture.

8. Can we return to your own identity and how you see the formation of your
own thinking. Do your Jewish roots and experience influence your view of edu-
cation?

Jewish identity is always a complex amalgam of history, religion and ethnicity.
In terms of religion let me say at the outset that no religion speaks for itself — it
always requires human interpretation. And Judaism, like Christianity or Islam is
replete with different, often competing, narratives and understandings of what
the core beliefs and values are. So my take on Judaism is not necessarily one
shared by other Jews —in fact in some ways it is quite oppositional to some other
interpretations. The most obvious fact of Jewish experience is the history of per-
secution, discrimination and genocide. This certainly has meant that Jews have
played a disproportionate role in left and liberal movements for social justice —
movements for equal rights, civil rights, workers movements and so on.
Whether in the United States, South Africa and elsewhere, you will find many
Jews active in liberation struggles. This awareness has always been an important
dimension of my own social and political commitments. In addition the Jewish
tradition has always emphasized learning and intellectual activity-- in earlier
times around religious texts but later in the modern world through the broader
spectrum of intellectual pursuits. One only has to think of seminal intellectuals
such as Marx, Freud, Einstein, and Derrida to recognize that a critical intelli-
gence has long been a part of Jewish life. An interesting dimension of this intel-
lectual tradition is the acceptance, indeed encouragement given to discourse as
one not of fixed understanding but as the product of continuing debate and dis-
cussion. This is represented in Jewish religious texts where a central sacred text
is surrounded by the competing interpretations of the Rabbis. Jewish life has al-
ways been one in which the struggle around truth is always a matter of compet-
ing arguments and debate. I think that one might argue that the Jewish ap-
proach to knowledge already embodied a postmodern sensibility before this
became a fashionable epistemological perspective. Easy to see where my own
proclivity for critical theory and intellectual engagement comes from.

9. You say in your writing that authentic education is always a moral and spiritual
activity - what do you mean by this? How do you define ‘spiritual” and how is it
different from ‘religious’?

The meaning of the word spiritual is an elusive one. In the first place it helps to
distinguish it from ‘religion” with all of its connotations of an organized com-
munity involving membership, set rituals, specified sacred texts, believers and
non-believers (interestingly many of my students now prefer to describe them-
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selves as ‘spiritual’ rather than ‘religious’). To use the term spiritual is to refer-
ence something deliberately ephemeral, hard to fully grasp. And yet it seems to
speak to our need to see human life through a prism in which such life has an
extraordinary preciousness and fragility, a mysterious depth, subjectivity that is
never fully grasped (demanding perhaps the language of poetry more than sci-
entific analysis). In this sense it stands in opposition to attempts to reduce hu-
man life to the computer like flow of electrons, or the chemistry of neuronal
connections. It also speaks to a cosmology in which all life is inextricably con-
nected - to a sense of ‘oneness’ that unites all life through both time and space,
famously described by the astrophysicist Carl Sagan, in the way “we are all
made of stardust”. All life has common origins and each life represents a con-
stant recycling of the same-shared elements. Such a view stands in sharp con-
trast to the day-to-day life in modernity where fragmentation, individualism
and separation are the overwhelming human experience. Part of the beauty and
mystery of the spiritual view is that it can suggest not just an ontological mes-
sage of connection and interdependence, but also a moral sensibility of respon-
sibility to others and the imperative for social justice, so movingly described in
the words of Martin Luther King “the arc of history is long but bends towards
justice.” The relevant question, I believe regarding the spiritual is not whether it
offers a true account of the world, but whether it now provides a needed lan-
guage for expressing the purpose and meaning of human existence which tech-
nology, for all its brilliance, cannot supply.

10. Perhaps this is an appropriate time to ask why you decided to focus on the
issue of peace in your most recent book Educating Youth for a World Beyond Vio-
lence; A Pedagogy for Peace and what it might mean to educate for peace?

Perhaps the more relevant question is why have educators not focused on this
issue to the extent that our world demands it. It is not hard to see how much
human lives are beset by the problem of violence. Wars, violence against women
and children, ethnic and religious hatred, and the more subtle forms of struc-
tural violence- poverty, lack of adequate health care, lack of food. All of this in
the context of 21t century world that potentially offers humanity extraordinary
possibilities to live longer fuller lives in harmony with each other and with na-
ture.

Obviously I can do no more here than give a brief indication of what it might
mean to educate for peace. Let me suggest four areas to be considered. The first
has to do with what we have learned from postmodern epistemology, in par-
ticular the way this has called into question our notions of truth. We can see
clearly how much our versions of what is true are conditioned by one’s circum-
stance or positionality. I have spoken a great deal in this context of the conflict
between Israel and Palestine. It provides a paradigmatic example of how differ-
ent histories and experiences lead us to see the present conflict through very dif-
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ferent eyes. It has been said, “my enemy is someone whose story I have not
heard.” So whether in this case or in so many other situations - Ireland, Kashmir,
Ukraine, Iran - we must teach our students that there are multiple truths and
divergent ways of seeing reality. I have suggested in my book that a postmodern
perspective on reality must be met by a pedagogy that emphasizes listening to
the others’ story. It requires, if you will, the nurturing of an empathic sensibility
on the part of human beings for the lives and experiences of others.

Secondly, there is the question of meaning. Sartre famously noted, “Man is con-
demned to meaning.” This was never so apparent as in the world of consumer-
ism and a deregulated capitalism where communities, traditions, and long-held
values are disrupted and degraded. In this context, there is a hunger for mean-
ings that might overcome the alienation and anxiety unleashed by such destruc-
tive influences. Here the search for meaning can take the dangerous and ugly di-
rection of religious fanaticism, ethnic hatred, a regressive nationalism, or the
demonizing of anyone who seems different from the norm. So here education’s
responsibility is to come off the sidelines and advocate for values that are life
giving and life enhancing -ones that are inclusive and ensure justice and well
being for all.

The third area is what is referred to in Africa as Ubuntu. This means that we see
our lives first and foremost as part of a community. It means to transform our
consciousness away from the emphasis on competition, hierarchy, separation
and individualism. All of these fragment and divide human beings from one
another. The emphasis on competition and winning is always predicated on a
consciousness of scarcity - the notion that there simply isn’t enough to go
around whether in material terms of in terms of human value and recognition.
This notion of scarcity is one that inevitability must lead to insecurity, resent-
ment and anger. For educators, our responsibility is to encourage our students
to see the possibility of a world in which communal relations and care for the
other should take precedence over our emphasis on competition and individual-
ism.

Finally, the fourth area concerns the increasing desensitization that we all ex-
perience as we are constantly exposed through the media and popular culture to
human brutality, violence and callousness. Perhaps the proliferation of informa-
tion and media sources has lead the ‘culture industry’ to continuously up the
ante on the degree of violence depicted whether in the news, television shows,
movies, video games or through the internet. While researchers find it hard to
document clear causality between this and real violence in the world it seems
more than reasonable to assume that we are becoming increasing immune or in-
different to images of human suffering and violence. We need an education that
helps to re-sensitize young lives to the real effects of violence in all of its forms
on the lives of real flesh and blood human beings.
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11. Has your focus on peace education been influenced by feminist scholarship
and pedagogy?

Undoubtedly so. One cannot follow the news these days without being made
aware of the continuing struggle of women and girls, who represent one-half the
human race, for their basic security and human rights. Still in too many parts of
the world women and girls are made to be the subjects of war, violence and
genocide. And even where this is not the case, girls are still struggling for the
elementary right to education and the freedom to choose the lives they wish to
live. Even in the more democratic societies women are vastly underrepresented
in places of economic and political power. No critical pedagogy can ignore the
influence of corporate advertising on shaping women’s sense of agency and
well-being. Advertising has the effect in the words of Jean Kilbourne of “killing
women softly” - distorting and limiting the capabilities of women, and objectify-
ing and dehumanizing them. Feminist pedagogy has made clear that the per-
sonal is indeed political. That issues of power and control over our lives exist
not just in the macro structures of society but in the most intimate and informal
spaces of human interaction. Beyond this feminist scholarship allied to queer
studies has enabled us to grasp the fluidity and hybrid nature of human iden-
tity. We see through this work just how much human identity is constructed
through multiple social influences, and how the unified self is an illusion which
supports the mystification of individual agency and control over our collective
circumstances. We are required to be suspicious of all those assertions of some
essential form of human nature and to see how they work to undermine the pos-
sibilities of individual and social change. For critical pedagogy, feminist per-
spectives suggest that the classroom must always move between the personal
experience of students and the larger social context. Here it is worth pointing
out that women’s voices are still frequently marginalized by the male voice.
Creating a space, in which gender does not determine who is heard, or indeed
what is the focus of our curriculum, continues to be important for those of us who
seek to liberate through education. It is with such thinking that we must recognize
the importance of extending the classroom space so that all voices and experiences
can be heard and valued. Here I am thinking of the significance of including the
lives and experiences of those who do not fit our ideas of heteronormativity - gay,
lesbian, transgendered, and others, and to understand the challenge these pose to
all of our notions of fixed identities, desires, and the institutions that support
them. Finally, I think feminist critique has called into question our ideas of mascu-
linity —especially masculine identities that are defined through violence, the
power to exert control over other, the suppression of emotional and physical vul-
nerability, and sensitivity towards others needs and well being.

12. Given all the social problems you have referred to in this interview, do you
believe that educators can be optimistic?

I would start with Antonio Gramsci’s famous dictum “pessimism of the intellect
but optimism of the will.” Our intellectual understanding about the state of the
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world - growing inequalities, increasing violence, environmental irresponsibil-
ity, certainly leads us to a state of pessimism. Yet, at the same time we can rec-
ognize the growing movements around the world that call for greater social jus-
tice, an end to violence, ecological sustainability. And, such movements, often
through the use of social media, have found new and creative ways to resist
a dehumanizing and dangerous future. However I believe Gramsci’s optimism
of the will was about something more than analyzing the threatening state of
things. It seems to me that he was not so much talking about optimism, that is
the inevitability of change, so much as a consciousness of hope. Here I am re-
minded of Walter Benjamin’s words “That hope is given for the sake of those
without hope.” In other words hope is about believing in possibility even in the
face of great obstacles. Despite everything the doors are always open to the pos-
sibility of repair and renewal of our world. But of course, history comes with no
guarantees.

For educators, hope is connected to our existential choices and our moral com-
mitments. It speaks to the question of what it means to live a meaningful life
that connects one to the struggle for a better world. And, the moral commitment
to advocate and educate for a world that is more caring, compassionate, just,
democratic and peaceful. And this brings us back full circle to the question of
what it means to be an educator. Here I believe that all of us in education must
struggle against the narrowing technical role of the teacher and insist that mean-
ingful education must always be about the development and nurturing of young
lives in the fullness of their being. It is worth noting, here that in my experience,
teachers generally decide on this career path precisely “to make a difference”
(certainly it is not for monetary reward or higher status). My work as a teacher-
educator has been always to speak honestly and directly to social realities but to
articulate the importance and nobility of teaching. It is after all, the place where
the dream of a different world can be nurtured and the hope of a better future
can be encouraged. Education is, when all said and done, the place of possibility.





