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Postmodern analyses have appeared with increasing frequency over the last 
several years. They have raised a number of important questions about the role of 
knowledge claims and forms of rationality (in general and with respect to schooling 
in particular), the relationship between individual and particularistic situations and 
larger social contexts, and the predicaments of disenfranchised others. Such ques- 
tions are unavoidable for all those interested in educational studies. 
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difference as it builds solidarity, and that is able to formulate moral imperatives that 
may transcend particular circumstances. 

This last point needs to be underscored. Children of color, the homeless and the 
urban underclass, the middle class, the rural poor, and the privileged of our society 
receive distinct and disproportionate social, cultural, and educational resources. Yet 
postmodemism seems to suggest that systematic, nonparticularistic knowledge of 
this situation is unattainable, and that a moral critique of this situation calling for 
the development of alternatives and sustained action to achieve them will not be 

t o  
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ment and post-analytic have occurred with increasing frequency, they have been 
used in avariety of ways to designate new modes of intellectual and cultural criticism 
that are often broad in scope but unclear in meaning3 Given the multiplicity of 
writings that have appeared in the last decade, and the rather wide-ranging claims 
made on their behalf, some clarification of what is meant by postmodernism is in 
order. 

Postmodernism seems to denote several modes or strands of analysis, but modes 
which have, in many ways, become interrelated. What the variety of postmodern 
texts seem to have in common is the claim that our current forms of intellectual 
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With metanarratives and ”universal” reason rejected, postmodern writers claim 
further that informed moral deliberation and action cannot operate on the terrain of 
a global project. Commitments to political revolutions, more gradualist cultural and 
social transformations, religious struggles, and ecological and social progress are all 
illusory, self-defeating, and oppressive. Instead, Foucault says that we must resist the 
centralizing tendencies of globalizing theories, substituting instead research into 
“subjugated knowledges” that combine “erudite knowledge and local memories.”’ 
Similarly, many postmodern writers maintain that the only acceptable arenas are at 
the local level; as one critic notes, “action now felt to be acceptable the 





BEYER 



378 E D U C A T I O N A L  T H E O R Y  FALL 1992 1 VOLUME 42 1 NUMBER 4 

in more insightful or morally compelling ways. 
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Anti-representationalism as a component of postmodem analysis rejects “the 
metaphysics of presence” - the view that reality is directly given, without media- 
tion, to subjects. Dissenting from this naive realism results, as we have seen, in 
postmodemists embracing ”textualism,” a concern with texts as the only source of 
meaning, Every experience, then, becomes some sort of text, its meaning uncovered 
through the play of signifier and signified. However, rejecting naive realism does not 
necessarily imply embracing textualism. That is, different forms of language can 
result in different understandings, and may even disclose features of our world 
previously hidden. But, as previously, we would suggest a more dialectical relation- 
ship between language and socialreality. We agree with the postmodern position that 
new meanings can be acquired through the use of new interpretive languages to 
clarify and understand our experiences. Yet a novel experience may itself make us 
realize that our forms of language are obsolete and inadequate, stale through 
familiarity, and push us to find new modes of expression that capture the meanings 
of that experience. Moreover, our actions in the world can result in our searching for 
new modes of expression that will better communicate their meaning to others, just 
as we may develop and utilize multiple languages that create new meanings for us. 
In both kinds of cases, patterns of discourse or texts are not the only source of 
meaning. 

significantly challenges the primacy of aestheticism and textualism: 
Within educational theory, Jo Anne Pagano’s discussion of feminist pedagogy 

A feminist pedagogy is one in which the two meanings of “true” [facts in the public space and 
faith in the private] meet.. . .[A] feminist pedagogy is faithful to the truth of the agora and faithful 
to the facts. The discourse of pedagogy should shift from place to place and from position to 
position, taking up multiple relationships with multiple persons. The discourse of educational 
theory should make those same shifts, each position rediscovering itself and others over and over 
again. Our discourse should unfold conversation between household language and the language 
of the symposium, between the literal and the figurative. Each language provides a critical 
completion of the other. We must return our figures to the literal origins, fasten our words again 
to things if we are not to be forever lost in the wilderness of our figures. We must find the figures 
to express literal experience in our common search for liberation if we are not to remain exiled 
in the wilderness of our silence.20 

The aestheticism and textualism of postmodern writings seems to make it impos- 
sible for us to ”fasten our words to things.” As a result we seem condemned either 
to exile in a wilderness of silence or to a trap of linguistic mirrors. In either case the 
search for liberation through education is compromised. 

” OTHERNESS” VERSUS 
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If the underlying effect of our Western, cognitive machinery - political, philosophical, and 
psychological - has been to introduce clarity, metanarrational unity, and consensus into our 
lives, then Foucault‘s purpose can be described as that of 
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concern for otherness precludes community in any form, how can political action be 
undertaken, aimed at establishing a common good that disarms patriarchy, racism, 
and social class oppression? What difference can difference then make in the public 
space? 

In a recent essay entitled, ”Why Doesn’t This Feel Empowering?” Elizabeth 
Ellsworth deals with a number of these issues.25 Ellsworth provides a provocative 
description of efforts to generate anti-racist activities as part of a course at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison. The goal of the course was to “define, organize, 
carry out, and analyze an educational initiative on campus that would win semiotic 
space for the marginalized discourses of students against racism.”26 Writing of the 
dominating tendencies she sees in the assumptions surrounding critical pedagogy, 
Ellsworth says that post-structuralism, 

has demonstrated that as a discursive practice, rationalism’s regulated and systematic use of 
elements of language constitutes rational competence “as a series of exclusions - of women, 
people of color, of nature as historical agent, of the true value of art.” In contrast, post- 
structuralist thought is not bound to reason, but “to discourse, literally narratives about the 
world that are admittedly pr~rtiuL’‘~~ 

A crucial aspect of true empowerment is, therefore, a rejection of Reason and the 
encouragement of narratives that are necessarily partial. Moreover, the goal of 
encouraging unfettered, open communication among the A  
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substitution of otherness for commonality promoted by Ellsworth, and generally 
celebrated by postmodern writers, makes the creation of coalitions seem quite 
difficult if not impossible. This difficulty is exacerbated by the postmodern rejection 
of “metanarrative” principles or commitments that transcend discourse and by the 
trends toward aestheticism and textualism already noted. 

This discussion of some of the central tenets of postmodemism should orient the 
reader to what we believe are common strands within postmodernism, and to our 
concerns about these strands. Next we elaborate further some of the theoretical 
difficulties and paradoxes contained within postmodernism, and conclude with a 
discussion of its limitations for the kind of moral action that is necessary for the 
reform of educational institutions and practices. 

SOME 
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Postmodern, is centrally concerned with assessing distinct modes of research.43 The 
need to adjudicate between distinct empirical accounts of educational phenomena 
is recognized by Lather when she explicitly states that even in a postpositivist age 
there remains a need for empirical r i g ~ r . ~ ~ B u t  her avowed concerns for validity 
frequently shift to a focus on the construction of meaning. For example, when she 
wants to explain existing structural contradictions she maintains that: 

For theory to explain the structural contradictions at the heart of discontent, it must speak to 
the felt needs of a specific group in ordinary language. If it is to spur toward action, theory must 
be grounded in the self-understandings of the dispossessed even as it seeks to enable them to re- 
evaluate themselves and their situati0ns.4~ 
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words, something very much like “the metaphysics of presence” that postmodemists 
reject. We agree that reality may be described in various ways, and may be more or 
less accurately rendered for particular purposes; and these purposes are not necessar- 
ily equally valuable. Yet postmodernism provides us with little moral guidance 
about how to choose from among those purposes and descriptions and thus about 
how to act in the world. 

One of the problems with rejecting the “metaphysics of presence” -one alluded 
to earlier - is that if discourses lose all connection to a world outside a particular 
language system then, as John Searle has said, “they remove the rational constraints 
that are supposed to shape discourse, when that discourse aims at something beyond 

But even more is at stake. Without some sense of a reality beyond the 
language in use, postmodemists lack intelligibility. Again Searle is helpful: 

The person who denies metaphysical realism presupposes the existence of a public language, a 
language in which he or she communicates with other people. But what are the conditions of 
possibility of communication in a public language? What do I have to assume when I ask a 
question or make a claim that is supposed to be understood by others? At least this much: if we 
are using words to talk about something, in a way that we expect to be understood by others, then 
there must be at least the possibility of something those words can be used to talk ab0ut.4~ 

Consider, if you will, the claims that people of color are oppressed, that meanings are 
derived from interpretive readings of textslexperiences, and that differences and the 
“other” need to be valued. All of these postmodern claims presuppose, for their 
intelligibility, ”that we are taking metaphysical realism for granted.’f50 Where are 
these people of color, what is this text, and how can we value the “other” if he/she 
does not exist and cannot be more or less accurately portrayed (even though we grant 
the reality of multiple interpretations and portrayals)? Without some assumption 
that our words refer to a world beyond the text, the postmodern stance is reduced to 
unintelligible utterances. 

Searle goes on to state that one need not claim to “prove” metaphysical realism 
is true “from some standpoint that exists apart from our human linguistic practices, ” 
but rather that “those practices themselves presuppose metaphysical realism. In 
other words: 

Metaphysical realism is thus not a thesis or a theory; it is rather the condition of having theses 
or theories .... This is not an epistemic point about how we come to know truth as opposed to 
falsehood, rather it is a point about the conditions of possibility of communicating intelligibly.j2 

For postmodernists, then, without some sense of words and referents that extend 
beyond the signifier and the signified, their talkamounts to nothing. Postmodernism 
appears to be locked within a circular narcissism that undermines not only the 
claims of “modernism’f but its own writing as well. This circularity is especially 
debilitating for those involved in education, who are confronted daily with choices 
that call for concrete action. 

48. John Searle, “The Storm Over the University,” New York Review of Books (December 6, 1990), 40. 

49. Ibid. 
50. Ibid. 
5 1. Ibid. 
52. hid.  
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future of another law and another force lying beyond the totality of the present.” But it is 
impossible now to anticipate the nature of this “1aw”and ”force.” Commentingon thepaintmgs, 
Derrida says: “their silence is just. A discourse would compel us to reckon with the present state 
of force and law. It would draw up contracts, dialecticize itself, let itself be ~eappropriated.”~~ 

The difficulty of postmodernism pointing the way toward reconstructed social, 
racial, economic, and cultural realities is here crystallized. Locked into a kind of 
discursive presentism that accompanies the postmodern ambiguity with respect to 
the myth of the given, future possibilities seem not only remote but beyond 
justification and construction, while present social realities appear to be beyond 
reconstruction. What we are left with is a kind of political conservatism that seems 
endemic to postmodernism; in reference to Derrida’s reaction to the anti-apartheid 
art exhibit, Callinicos observes: 

So the resistance to apartheid must remain inarticulate, must not seek to formulate a political 
programme and strategy: any attempt to do so would simply involve reincolporation into “the 
present state of law and force” and perhaps even into the “European discourse of racism”. . ..we 
can only allude to, but not [at the risk of “reappropriation”) seek to know anything lying beyond 
“the totality of the pre~ent.”~’ 

An alternative to apartheid is not nameable because there is no extant system of 
discourse into which such an alternative could fit. Moral judgments like those 
condemning apartheid are thus not analyzable outside the system of dlscourse from 
which it b1c 
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The literature connecting education to larger social, historical, cultural, and 
ideological phenomena directs us to look at the these interconnections as necessarily 
implied in any sort of educational undertaking. Debates continue, of course, 
regarding the sort of autonomy that cultural practices and institutions possess, their 
viability in terms of the radical reconstruction of capitalist society, and the role of 
theory in this process. But it does seem to us, as suggested above, that one of the 
prerequisites for any sort of social transformation is a moral and political vision of 
how things might be different and better - of how, for instance, to justify and work 
toward a social formation characterized by racial equality and pluralism instead of 
oppression. Further, such a vision must be accompanied by a clear and justifiable 
description of the current social reality, if we are to understand the importance of 
praxis in the process of its reconstruction. This will require a theory of language and 
meaning that moves beyond the world of signifier and signified, while avoiding the 
positivistic contention that there is a world of atomistic empirical events that allow 
for ~er idical i ty .~~ 

The educational import of these postmodern deficiencies can be clearly seen in 
light of Jonathan Kozol’s work, Savage Inequulitzes.60 The author describes a set of 
financial, social, and political conditions that have kept poor minority children from 
receiving their share of basic educational resources. Examining the legal, educa- 
tional, and administrative practices in both large and small cities, Kozol describes 
with particular detail the plight of urban children. He also relates how the school 
financing structure undermines attempts to reduce “savage inequalities.” Kozol 
conveys with alacrity, outrage, and alarm a situation that is educationally and 
politically unacceptable. In a rather disarming use of poetics, he relates that: 

In seeking to find a metaphor for the unequal contest that takes place in public school, advocates 
for equal education sometimesuse the image of a tainted sports event. We have seen, for instance, 
the familiar image of the playing field that isn’t level. Unlike a tainted sports event, however, 
a childhood cannot beplayedagain. We are children only once; and, after those few years are gone, 
there is no second chance to make amends. In this respect, the consequences of unequal 
education have a terrible finality.6’ 

Postmodern writers, in pointing to the need for locaces 8  T d 
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Yet for Kozol, as for us, language must be tied in some sense to an external reality. 
Moreover, our outrage at the conditions described by the author must be rooted in 
a moral condemnation of injustice and inequality. In the context of such social and 
moral evils, postmodern premises fostering insularity and narcissism for discourse, 
the particularity of knowledge claims based on aestheticism and textualism, and a 
lack of substantial moral imagination, do not serve us well. Such premises leave us 
without a clear direction to pursue in the alleviation of the inequalities Kozol 
describes. Racial, social class, and gender inequalities require concerted, collabora- 
tive actions involv.02 Tc 
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moral communities guided by a concern for others. Questions regarding the relation- 
ship between knowledge and personal autonomy are raised in the course of reading 
these works, The neo-conservative proposals of Ravitch, Bennett, and Finn suggest 
that culturalandmoralliteracyprovide theglue that ought tobindus together. In this 
orientation the conceptions of learning and the curriculum seem quite shallow and 
the role of education for democracy ill-defined. Today we have before us a plethora 
of proposals that require not only circumspect examination on their own terms but 
also analyses of present public school inequities, larger social and economic trends, 
and a real consideration of what types of knowledge, experiences, and dispositions 
are most educationally valuable in a democratic society. The postmodern premises 
discussed in this essay leave us with a diminished capacity to deal with these crucial 
curriculum questions. They make it difficult to create community while valuing c r e 
 5 . 2 1 8 2  0  T d 
 [  
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alert us to the realities and consequences of marginalizing voices of "others," to the 
tendency for a technical, Western rationality to become hegemonic and oppressive, 
and to the need to become sensitive to the particular and the local. Yet the problems 
we have identified - especially those regarding the loss of general principles and 
values that can affect and be affected by the particular and local, the tendencies 
toward aestheticism and textualism that embroil us in languages that overlook 
praxis, the conflation of veracity and power, and the denial of community in a 
reconstructed form -should make us wonder about the efficacy of postmodemism 
in dealing with the political and moral deliberations and actions that educators must 
undertake. The inability of postmodernism to provide support for the type of political 
project that educational transformation must be, in addition to the conceptual and 
empirical problems and paradoxes it contains, should give pause to the inflated 
claims being made on its behalf. 
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