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Abstract 

This thesis examines theories and philosophies of social justice, linking them to a 

conceptual approach to citizenship education and the development of what I term 

a socially just citizenry. I analyse the dialectic of justice-oriented dispositions and 

the social structures that enable or thwart the development of such dispositions 

at the level of the citizenry. The aim is to provide conceptual clarification of how 

education can strengthen the knowledge base and social arrangements required 

for the practice of justice-oriented citizenship.  

It is commonly asserted that education is fundamental to the realisation of social 

justice, yet the role of education in this regard can lack conceptual clarity in 

theory, policy and practice. Social justice is a contested term with a variety of 

meanings and implications that change over time. Similarly contested is the role 

of schools, educators, pedagogies and curricula in relation to social justice. 

Additionally, it is recognised that the education system itself can perpetuate 

social inequalities. Particularly relevant to these concerns is the role of citizenship 

education and yet there is an absence of literature that seeks to conceptualise 

citizenship education in direct relation to social justice and the reproduction of a 

socially just citizenry.  

This thesis represents a philosophical exploration of the role of education in the 

reproduction of such a citizenry. I problematise an individualistic approach to 

citizenship education that seeks to produce responsible citizens while failing to 

adequately address issues of social justice. I propose and discuss the philosophical 

conjunctures of social justice and social power, drawing on radical philosophies 

of resistance to injustice and abuses of power through the lens of racial capitalism. 

The relationship of these conjunctures to the practices of citizenship is evaluated 

and presented as the theoretical basis for a socially just citizenry. 

I begin by constructing a philosophical approach to the understanding of social 

justice, addressing difficulties of its definition and validity as an educational aim. 

I show that social justice is not a straight-forward goal but a continuous and 

problematic process that is best characterised, I argue, as resistance against 

injustice. Within this struggle I add a multidimensional theorisation of social 

power. I discuss theories of citizenship, differentiating citizenship as status (for 
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example, legal status or nationality) and citizenship as practice (for example, 

engagement in democracy). Following this, I demonstrate the conceptual 

potential of the socially just citizenry to contextualise and intervene in 

contemporary educational debates. 

While a citizenry is commonly understood as a group of citizens, I build on the 

perspective that understands citizenry as a wider body politic. I propose that a 

socially just citizenry is a dispositional and systemic orientation towards social 

justice that transcends national boundaries. This requires the education of 

citizens who are critically informed and emotionally invested in social justice, 

with the capacity for resisting injustice. I argue that a socially just citizenry 

embodies the economic, cultural, political and affective levers of democratic 

power that enable social transformation. Education of a socially just citizenry, as 

understood here, is an intersectional, relational, decolonial and anti-capitalist 

endeavour.  

This analysis informs my argument of how justice-oriented citizenship can be 

developed through education. I identify critical activism as an approach to justice-

oriented citizenship, proposing it as an educational imperative. I conclude that an 

education of a socially just citizenry is best understood within the broader project 

of anti-capitalist transformation. Finally, I identify routes forward for future 

investigations and applications in educational practice. 
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What societies really, ideally, want is a citizenry which will simply obey the 

rules of society. If a society succeeds in this, that society is about to perish. 

The obligation of anyone who thinks of himself as responsible is to examine 

society and try to change it and to fight it—at no matter what risk. This is 

the only hope society has. This is the only way societies change.  

         (Baldwin, 2008) 

Introduction      

The purpose(s) of education is a worthy topic of debate, deliberation and 

reiteration among academics, practitioners and policy officials. In this work I aim 

to inform those debates, prioritising the role of social justice, which is recognised 

by many as an integral consideration in education (for examples see Freire, 2000; 

Griffiths, 2003; Apple, 2011; Power, 2012; Ball, 2013; Lingard and Keddie, 2013; 

Mthethwa-Sommers, 2014; Arshad, 2017). Social justice is a contested term, 

however, with a variety of meanings and implications that change over time. This 

is especially the case in education, where it can be overlooked in favour of other 

priorities that are more clearly defined (Francis, Mills and Lupton, 2017). In 

recognition of the role of education in producing the kinds of citizens that are 

needed for social justice and democracy itself to flourish, the study attempts to 

identify relevant practices, pedagogies and processes associated with justice-

oriented citizenship education (Westheimer and Kahne, 2004; Biesta, Lawy and 

Kelly, 2009). 

This work comes at a time of tension in practice and research relating to social 

justice and its relationship with education, citizenship and wellbeing. These 

tensions arise, at least in part, as a result of the neoliberal context from which 

education is far from immune (Ball, 2016b). Some of the specific ways 

neoliberalism exerts its influence on education include a rise of individualist 

approaches in citizenship education (Biesta and Lawy, 2006; Biesta, Lawy and 

Kelly, 2009) and the promotion of apolitical practices such as character education 

(Suissa, 2015; Allen and Bull, 2018), while childhood itself and our collective 

capacity to promote wellbeing is recast by some using the deficit-based lens of 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (Walsh, 2019, 2020c; Walsh and Kelly, 2021). The 

message seems to be that we should reconcile ourselves to injustice and act 

accordingly. Social systems are incapable of change, so we should seek instead to 
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change ourselves by means of introspection; adapting our mindset; developing 

‘21st century skills’; increasing our reserves of personal resilience and adopting 

the role of the ‘Entrepreneurial Self’ (Peters, 2001; Bröckling, 2016). These 

approaches are antithetical to social justice as they do not confront or recognise 

the role of injustice and inequalities. This is particularly relevant given the 

evidence that children’s success at school depends largely on what happens 

‘outside the school gates’ (Rasbash et al., 2010). 

The project aims to develop a theoretical and philosophical understanding of social 

justice that is rooted in capacities of citizenship and resistance while being 

situated within a broader critique of capitalism. In so doing it aims to identify the 

theoretical basis for a socially just citizenry, defined by collective capacities for 

radical social change. A socially just citizenry is therefore a double helix combining 

justice-oriented citizenship with the establishment of a socially just order. It is an 

agential, structural, epistemic and affective orientation towards social justice, 

characterised by i) critically informed citizens who understand concerns for social 

justice, ii) emotionally invested citizens with the motivation, values and capacities 

to act on the basis of those concerns, and iii) the capacity for exercising power, 

where the citizenry acquires access to the economic, cultural, political and 

affective levers that enable social change. This project explores the meaning of 

social justice, asking what constitutes justice-oriented citizenship and the 

pedagogical and social arrangements that enable the cultivation of a socially just 

citizenry. 

Overview of the main argument 

This section of the thesis provides an overview of the document and sets out the 

main argument presented, with an introduction to the main concepts used and 

prior philosophical work drawn upon. The starting point in this work is critical 

engagement with the theoretical model of social justice developed by the political 

philosopher Nancy Fraser. I discuss what I see as the advantages and gaps in 

Fraser’s work, and how it can be utilised in the philosophies and practices of 

education, before bringing her work into discussion with other authors.  

In this thesis I make three main points concerning i) justice ii) power and iii) 

citizenry. Firstly, I argue that a social justice agenda in education requires the 
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active and explicit resistance of injustice. Secondly, I argue that resisting injustice 

means tackling the issue of power. I see education itself as an assertion of power. 

As such, education can be an abuse of power, or it can be directed towards the 

resistance of injustice. Thirdly, I argue that the role of education can be 

understood as contributing to the creation and reproduction of a socially just 

citizenry: a dispositional and systemic orientation towards social justice. 

The first part of the argument is that social justice may be better understood in 

the philosophy of education, and educational research more generally, as 

resistance against injustice. This perspective, rooted in critical theory as distinct 

from an idealist conceptualisation of justice (Wolff, 2019), does not see social 

justice as an ideal end state, on which all citizens would need to agree in order to 

ensure that the ends of justice are met. Instead, I argue in favour of the 

development of critical capacities to recognise and collectively resist injustice and 

abuses of power. This involves adopting an activist disposition – what I refer to as 

critical activism – focused on resisting injustice.  

Secondly, I suggest that an analysis of social justice and resistance is incomplete 

without a concurrent analysis of the operations of social power, and that power 

and justice are fundamentally related but conceptually distinct. I see education as 

an assertion of active power. Power can be dominating (power over), concerted 

(power with) or ambivalent (depending on what power is for). I argue that power-

for-justice is achieved in education via the practice of critical activism: action in 

response to critical analysis of injustice and associated relations of power. Critical 

activism is a necessary practice of social justice educators and students alike. 

Thirdly, I argue that it is within the conceptual conjunctures of social justice and 

social power that the concept I am attempting to develop – that of a socially just 

citizenry which is resistant to injustice and the abuse of power – is best 

understood. I suggest that this requires a conceptual and practical shift from the 

educational aim of citizenship (which can be individualistic and exclusionary) 

towards a collective and inclusive view of the citizenry as the locus of social 

change. 
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Structure of the discourse 

As this is a philosophical thesis, it does not follow a traditional or prescribed 

chapter structure. Instead, the structure of the thesis is heavily influenced by 

Fraser’s philosophical writing. The discourse itself is structured around Fraser’s 

theory of social justice and her approach of entering dialogue with other authors, 

including critics of her work. These criticisms, and Fraser’s subsequent dialogues 

with her interlocutors (Fraser, 2008), provide a fruitful method of philosophical 

exploration.    

The introductory chapter contains: an overview of the main argument presented; 

the structure of the discourse in the thesis; my own position in relation to the 

argument using a positionality statement; and a rationale for the thesis. Chapter 1 

articulates the methodological and conceptual framework of the thesis. Chapter 2 

situates the thesis within the field of philosophy of education, focusing on social 

justice education, citizenship education and critical pedagogy.  

Chapters 3 to 6 are where Fraser’s influence is especially apparent. Firstly, 

Chapters 3 to 5 are structured according to Fraser’s tripartite theory of social 

justice. Chapter 3 addresses the economic domain; Chapter 4 addresses the 

cultural domain; and Chapter 5 addresses the political domain. Fraser refers to 

these three overarching categories respectively as redistribution, recognition and 

representation. Chapter 6 addresses the affective domain. This fourth domain, 

following the argument of Lynch (2012; Cantillon and Lynch, 2017), is included as a 

discrete site of social justice and action. 

Chapters 3 to 6 start with an overview of Fraser’s philosophical thinking in relation 

to the domain of justice being addressed. Key concepts related to the subject of 

the thesis are identified and elucidated, before the implications for educational 

philosophy, practice and policy are explored. Chapter 7 builds upon the conceptual 

foundations constructed throughout the thesis: it discusses relations of power and 

introduces a heuristic framework for a socially just citizenry. This penultimate 

chapter brings the previous chapters together, before moving to the main 

conclusions summarised in Chapter 8.        
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Positionality 

In this section I attempt to take up the challenge posed by Hall: 

…there’s no enunciation without positionality. You have to position yourself 
somewhere in order to say anything at all (Hall, 1989: 18). 

Hall further explains:  

[we] all write and speak from a particular place and time, from a history 
and a culture which is specific. What we say is always ‘in context’, 
positioned’ (Hall, 1990: 222, emphasis in original). 

Following Hall, I intend to clarify the ‘place’ from which I am speaking in this 

thesis. I consider my own economic, cultural, political and affective background, 

and how this relates to power structures. This does not mean that the underlying 

values of my work are predetermined: positionality can be confused with a fixed 

and essentialised concept of identity, leading to the reification of social identities 

and associated power relations (Tien, 2019). Informed by cultural and 

poststructuralist feminist traditions, I understand positionality in a productive and 

active sense in which values and meaning are interpreted and constructed, while 

being located in economic, political and cultural networks of social relations 

(Alcoff, 2006). In what follows, I seek to clarify how my social location – the place 

from which I speak – affects how and why I am writing a thesis such as this. As I am 

engaged in philosophical research, there is no relationship with research 

participants to consider, as would be the case in empirical research. My interest in 

positionality arises from the recognition that it relates not only to the relationship 

between researcher and respondent but to the subject matter of the research 

itself (Mason-Bish, 2019). This involves reflection on the power relationship 

between the inner and outer worlds of agency and structure, desires for social 

equality and the reality of social inequality, and the educational problem of social 

change.    

I am a musician by training, having won a scholarship to study at a music 

conservatoire in England, with subsequent work experience in the field of 

education as a teacher, trainer, youth development worker, Scottish Government 

researcher and third sector manager. Academically, as my undergraduate degree 

specialised in music performance, I was not initiated at this early stage into the 

academic traditions of education or the social sciences. My postgraduate 
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professional training, however, was focused on secondary school teaching and I 

subsequently completed a Masters degree in youth studies. My varied professional 

and academic portfolio in education has informed my perspectives on two of the 

main conceptual frames of the thesis to which I now turn: 1) the nature and 

purpose(s) of education, and 2) the understanding of social justice and relations of 

power.  

Firstly, I have tended to understand education as a more holistic process than 

formal schooling, learning, or the pursuit of qualifications – taking influence from 

Biesta’s wide-ranging philosophical work on these issues (Biesta, 2006, 2014, 2015, 

2016). This perspective is reflected in my career path in the fields of youth 

development work and widening access to education, trauma-informed education, 

and character education. I am coming from a place of aspirational practice where I 

have developed and delivered educational interventions with the intention of 

contributing to children and young people’s confidence, their experiences of 

education, knowledge of abuse and neglect, and personal values. While I may have 

initially assumed that the value and efficacy of these approaches were self-

evident, my subsequent engagement with educational research has led to an 

increasingly critical perspective on these interventions, particularly in relation to 

the social contexts in which they are delivered, the potential for a moralistic 

approach to educational practice, and the political intentions of the promoters of 

such approaches. This has enabled me to question not only my own assumptions 

but those of others, leading to what I now term as critical activism and an 

awareness of agenda-setting in education. This has informed my critique of 

character education (Walsh, 2018), my response to the emergence of the Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) agenda in Scottish policy (Walsh, 2020c) and the 

2020 ‘exams fiasco’ in Scottish education during the COVID-19 pandemic (Walsh, 

2020b). 

Secondly, I view my own life and the development of my career in ways that are 

relevant to each of the four dimensions of social justice discussed in this thesis: 

economic, cultural, political, and affective. My economic identity is fluid in nature 

having shifted from what is best described as a working-class upbringing in Ireland 

during the 1980s and 1990s – this was before and during the early stages of the 
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‘Celtic Tiger’ when Ireland was transformed from a low to high-growth economy 

(Donovan and Murphy, 2013) – to having an increasingly middle-class life as an 

adult. I reflect on this now as a shift that is not necessarily a ‘good’ thing or even 

a result of deliberate choices on my own part, but a result of broader social and 

economic developments that took place during this time. 

I have tended to identify in part as a progressive member of the ‘precariat’ 

(Standing, 2018) with worries about the future and desires for political and social 

change, although I now problematise the viewpoint of an emergent global class, as 

discussed in Chapter 6. I have been fortunate enough to avoid the chronic and 

severe economic insecurity associated with underclass status or the ‘lumpen 

precariat’; uneducated, unemployed and working-class; migrant or ethnic minority 

(Standing, 2014, 2018). That said, much of my employment to date has been 

characterised by unstable work including fixed-term contracts, periods of irregular 

self-employment, and labour for which I received no remuneration such as 

childcare, research, or career networking. I identify with the progressive wing of 

the precariat as my ambitions relate to ‘recapturing a progressive vision of 

‘freedom from labour’, so establishing a meaningful right to work’ (Standing, 2014: 

18). While I have achieved a level of economic security through a combination of 

acquiring and utilising social and cultural capital, family support, and sheer luck; 

the future remains uncertain. Indeed, at the time of writing, I contemplate the 

looming prospect of the career uncertainty faced by many post-doctoral and Early 

Career Researchers1. 

Culturally, I am a white, Irish, heterosexual, cisgender male, with ready access to 

the experiences of privilege (understood as the absence of difficulties, see Chapter 

4) afforded by that cultural background. I have never been culturally oppressed. I 

have never been a victim of racism, although I have experienced some anti-Irish 

discrimination, which I have been able to compartmentalise as a series of isolated 

incidents that did not threaten to define my identity. The process of writing this 

thesis during a time of unprecedented social change has prompted an 

 
1 See OECD: The Research Precariat http://www.oecd.org/sti/science-technology-innovation-
outlook/research-precariat/ [accessed 25.08.2020] 

http://www.oecd.org/sti/science-technology-innovation-outlook/research-precariat/
http://www.oecd.org/sti/science-technology-innovation-outlook/research-precariat/
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uncomfortable process of self-work and reflection relating to my role in both the 

reproduction and resistance of an unjust and racist society and economic system.   

Politically, I am an Irish citizen with full residence, employment and voting rights 

in the UK. While I do not commit myself to a particular political ideology, I have 

been influenced by my research and in particular Fraser’s writing on post-socialism 

(Fraser 1995, 1997b) – a view that seeks to understand 21st century capitalism and 

related forms of justice and oppression, recognising that progressive politics should 

be understood beyond the purely economic considerations of distribution and 

production. I have come to identify in particular with Standing’s view of the 

precariat as a ‘transformative class’ (Standing, 2018), as I aspire towards social 

and political change, prompted in part by the view that the ‘old political 

consensus and parties of the centre-right and centre-left’ (Standing, 2015: 8) do 

not represent my politics, my future or indeed that of my children. However, in 

the process of writing, I have also been influenced by political theory and social 

movements associated with decolonial Marxism, as found in the writings of 

Robinson (2000) and Fanon (2004; Hudis, 2015, 2018); in addition to Black 

Radicalism (Andrews, 2014, 2018) and intersectional feminism (hooks, 1994; 

Collins, 2013, 2015, 2017). 

Within the affective dimension of social justice, my position of relative privilege 

means that I have rarely if ever been personally affected by the indifference, 

violence or trauma inflicted upon the subjects of economic, cultural or political 

oppression. My dissatisfaction is characterised by feelings of anger directed at the 

status quo: I would like to be able to qualify this as political anger as opposed to 

personal anger (White, 2012), although I have found that this distinction is 

problematic as political injustice is felt at a deeply personal level. I want things to 

change, and I believe that education has an important role to play in the processes 

of social transformation. I have also come to appreciate the need for solidarity, 

respect, trust, hope and love – all of which are powerful and radical forms of 

resistance in themselves (hooks, 2001; Freire, 2014). The social bonds that are in 

danger of being eroded by injustice, inequality and ‘culture wars’ are the very 

bonds that can be harnessed to resist injustice. 
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I place the multi-dimensional view of social justice outlined above alongside a 

broadly post-structural understanding of social power, subjection and social 

violence, following Lukes (2005) Butler (1997, 2020) and others. This feeds into my 

desire to develop a philosophy of education that moves beyond calls for 

educational reform towards a more radical view of social transformation, achieved 

via critical activism and a clear expression of opposition to – and indeed the 

abolition of – the associated injustices of exploitation, discrimination, exclusion 

and indifference. Given this context, I am motivated specifically to articulate the 

role of schools and the education system as a whole in producing such a 

transformation - which I argue is achieved via a socially just citizenry - while 

recognising the limitations we should place on our expectations on education in 

this regard. My social position has led me towards the consideration that social 

justice education has to be an ‘unofficial’ aim, one that is untethered from and 

indeed occasionally resistant to state policy and the aim of nation-building. 

My final consideration of positionality relates to the challenges of studying the 

complexities of social justice during a time in history when this subject matter has 

been extremely relevant in current affairs. I am writing these words in August 2020 

– a time when so many events are converging to reveal and exacerbate some of the 

social inequalities and injustices in society. Such events include the COVID-19 

global pandemic and the associated economic recession; the climate crisis; the 

racist murder of George Floyd and the subsequent eruption of the Black Lives 

Matter movement across the world; Brexit and the return to the question of 

Scottish Independence; and the infiltration of populism and ‘dark money’ in UK 

politics (Geoghegan, 2020); to name a few, all of which relate to the zeitgeist of 

social justice. In one sense this provides powerful real-world contexts – 

highlighting multiple challenges and indeed crises for education, citizenship 

education and schooling – that impinge on the relevance and implications of this 

study. It is my view that philosophers of education are now required to intervene 

as critical activists, in ways that clarify the theories, principles and practices of 

education, during a time of significant pressure and demand on the entire system. 

While the unprecedented and unpredictable nature of such powerful times may 

have prompted me to consider an increasingly radical perspective on the themes of 
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social justice, citizenship and relations of power, I am mindful too of the risks 

involved in becoming distracted or overwhelmed by the scale of such challenges. 

Rationale 

The rationale for this thesis is to contribute to the development of philosophy of 

education at a time of crisis and existential threat (Aldridge, 2020; Biesta, 2020a). 

My approach is to consider the role of education in the resistance to injustice and 

oppression, while recognising and challenging education’s complicity in the very 

injustices it would otherwise seek to challenge. Following Allen and Goddard 

(2017) I regard the philosophy of education as a potential form of insurgent 

critique; one that is not committed to the mere improvement of the education 

system but to a broader and more radical project of social justice. This means 

looking to the theories and pedagogies of social movements, to the struggles of 

victims of injustice and subaltern counter-publics, and to related intellectual and 

educational practices such as critical pedagogy (Giroux, 2011) and public sociology 

(Collins, 2013; Scandrett, 2020). I experiment with the possibility that this could 

be achieved by means of creating a socially just citizenry, characterised by 

practices such as critical activism. I assume that education, as an assertion of 

power and social ordering, is deeply implicated in the problems of today, and that 

educators are often coerced into a form of education that they would otherwise 

seek to resist. The way I address these challenges is to experiment with the 

proposition of shifting from education for citizenship, individual achievement, and 

social mobility; to a view of education for citizenry, collective wellbeing and social 

justice.      

Many philosophies and theories of education have sought to address the role of 

education in achieving social justice. This is an ongoing discussion in the literature. 

Some of this work seeks to link conceptualisations of social justice to citizenship 

education, although this remains contested and under-theorised. My starting point 

is to engage with the idea, rooted in critical pedagogy, that education should aim 

to produce critical citizens with a dispositional orientation towards social justice 

(Westheimer and Kahne, 2004; Giroux, 2011). In this thesis I aim to contribute to 

this body of knowledge by problematising the emphasis on individual citizens. I 

attempt to shift the emphasis from the role of education in producing critical 
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justice-oriented citizens and associated practices of citizenship, towards a 

consideration of producing what I term here as a socially just citizenry. This usage 

of the concept of citizenry is not a mere linguistic change – on the contrary I aim 

to show that it represents a significant conceptual shift with important 

implications for philosophies and theories of education. Moving beyond the 

capacities of citizens, I develop a view of citizenry that foregrounds the social 

arrangements that can enable or thwart such capacities, in addition to the 

practices and rights associated with citizenship. I argue that this oscillation 

between dispositions and social arrangements necessitates a deep exploration of 

the conjunctures of citizenship, social justice, and power. I also seek to move 

beyond the individual actions of citizens towards the collective actions and social 

power of the wider citizenry. 

Another philosophical feature of this research is that it draws on a neo-Gramscian 

critical analysis of education. While I do not adopt a strict or exclusively 

Gramscian analysis, I draw on Gramsci’s philosophical understanding of power – 

characterised by concepts such as hegemony, subalternity and philosophy of praxis 

(Gramsci, 1971; McNally, 2015; Hoare and Sperber, 2016). This philosophical 

perspective – especially when considered alongside global events at the time of 

writing – leads me to the view that education should be directed to a rethinking of 

the current social order, and that this can be usefully understood as a 

transformative project that combines education and activism. This characterises 

the production of a socially just citizenry.  

Informed by such considerations, my reading of Fraser’s work suggests that such a 

project involves engendering unity of purpose across the economic, cultural, 

political, and affective dimensions of social justice (Fraser, 2013). The foundations 

of society, therefore, cannot be reduced either to class division, cultural 

difference, the formation of political and social institutions, or impassioned 

historicised debate: a cumulative understanding across these dimensions, coupled 

with a critical analysis of power, is required. Part of the rationale of this research 

is to problematise, if not entirely eschew, the constructed competitions between 

class and race; solidarity and identity; politics and empathy – I see these as 

artificial divisions that ultimately privilege existing relations of power. This raises 
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questions for the practices of citizenship education: how can transnational 

solidarity be achieved, while taking account of historic responsibility? How can 

subaltern status be transformed into hegemonic status, alongside the liberation of 

oppressed people (Bieler at al and Green in McNally, 2015)? 

The shape of the argument in the thesis is as follows. I begin with a critique of 

individualism and one of its most prominent educational manifestations: character 

education. I argue that some approaches to citizenship education, in theory and 

practice, can be viewed as character education by another name, in which the 

focus is on developing the individual capacities of citizens while neglecting to 

attend to the citizenry as understood here. I show how the prominence of 

individualism in education inevitably detracts from concerns associated with social 

justice, and that this points towards the need to (re)conceptualise social justice in 

a way that guards against this eventuality. 

Accordingly, my next move is to engage with Fraser’s multidimensional view of 

social justice, while considering her interactions with her interlocutors, developing 

my own position within those discussions. I find that the concept of social power, 

while it is an implicit feature in Fraser’s work, does not receive a full treatment in 

this discussion. Informed by power theorists such as Lukes (2005) and Haugaard 

(2012, 2018), I consider that social justice and social power can be understood as 

two intersecting vectors. I take the view that while social justice and social power 

are related in important ways, they are not enmeshed such that they are 

inseparable. Rather, they are conceptually and operationally distinct, which 

enables the critical analyst to isolate and utilise them.  

I show that this conceptual approach can be used as a heuristic tool to discuss the 

complex conjunctures of social justice and social power. I argue that it is within 

these ‘conceptual conjunctures’ that the formation of a socially just citizenry is 

best understood, and that the educational tasks relevant to this formation can be 

identified, as illustrated below. 
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Fraser’s dimensions of social justice, as extended to a four-dimensional model 

following the work of Lynch (2012), include: redistribution (the economic 

dimension), recognition (the cultural dimension), representation (the political 

dimension) and affective equality (Lynch’s relational dimension). I add social 

power to this framework, enabling a discursive exploration of the interactions 

between justice and power. I therefore combine the dimensions of social justice 

with four operations of social power (a variation on the dimensions of power 

identified by Haugaard, 2012): active, passive, ideological and disciplinary power. 

Note that the dimensions of social justice refer to interrelated types or dimensions 

of justice, whereas the descriptions of social power refer to the ways in which 

power operates. In other words, I see social justice as an epistemological (realist) 

construct and social power as an ontological (materialist) construct. This is the 

main conceptual and operational distinction between the vectors of social justice 

and social power, and it explains my approach to the Gramscian conceptualisations 

of good sense and philosophy of praxis (Gramsci, 1971; Thomas in McNally, 2015).   

This combination of vectors illustrates two features of the relationship between 

social justice and social power. Firstly, the dimensions of social justice are realised 

according to the complex operations of social power, and secondly, social power 

can be theorised in relation to the dimensions of social justice as economic power, 

cultural power, political power and relational power. Throughout the thesis I 

discuss how concepts such as capitalism, class, race, gender, precarity and 

violence can be located within this conjuncture, and I discuss these concepts in 

Dimensions of Social Justice 

Operations of 
Social Power 

Socially Just 

Citizenry 

Fig. 1 – Conjunctures of 

social justice and power 
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Dimensions of Social Justice: redistribution, recognition, representation, relationality 

Operations of 
Social Power 
Active 
Passive 
Ideological 
Disciplinary 

Socially Just Citizenry 

relation to the socially just citizenry and the philosophy of education. These 

concepts and their relationships are mapped out below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The rationale for this conceptualisation is to develop a philosophy of education 

that is rooted in social justice, practices of citizenship, and what I term as critical 

activism. At a school level, it is not only a matter of ‘teaching about’ social justice 

in educational settings and classrooms, although this does inevitably play an 

important part. Rather, this is a philosophy of education with three main 

components: empirical (is), normative (ought) and critical. The first is a 

consideration of the empirical contexts of social justice and social power in which 

the school is situated. The second is a normative account of the situation in which 

schools ought to be situated. The third component is a critical intervention in 

public debate. This final component is considered an educational endeavour in 

itself: enabling education researchers, practitioners, and students to become 

advocates for the radical changes that are needed in the pursuit of social justice. 

Following Gramsci (1971), Hall (1980; Alexander, 2009), hooks (1991), Freire 

(2000, 2014) and other authors cited in this work; I insist on the primacy of 

philosophy and theory in these endeavours. The educational relevance of this work 

is developed from the Gramscian perspectives of hegemony, philosophy of praxis 

and critical consciousness: 

Consciousness of being part of a particular hegemonic force (that is to say, 
political consciousness) is the first stage towards a progressive self-
consciousness in which theory and practice will finally be one (Gramsci, 
1971: 333) 

Conjunctures 
 
Capitalism 
Subalternity 
Precarity 
Difference, belonging 
and interdependence 
Violence and trauma 
Class, gender and 
race  

Philosophy of Education 

Social Power 
 

Economic, cultural, 

political, and relational 

power 

 

Justice-Oriented 

Citizenship 
Critical activism, reparational & 

transformative citizenship 
 

 
Fig. 2 – Conceptual Map 
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Gramsci insists that this critical consciousness necessitates the formation of 

organic intellectuals who, to facilitate political action and organising in the 

interests of their own political base, can successfully traverse the conceptual 

difficulties posed by the ‘theory-practice nexus’. I consider this approach as the 

basis of intellectual activism – a concept that I repurpose here as critical activism.  

Ultimately, the philosophical suggestion that I explore in this work is about the 

possibility of ‘education for a socially just citizenry’. 

  



18 
 

Chapter 1 | Methodological and Conceptual Framework 

1.1 Statement on methodology 

1.1.1 Critical Activism as method 

Using critical activism as a method of research postulates that knowledge is 

produced by reflexive, values-based praxis. It takes up the challenge posed by 

Marx that the point of philosophical research is not merely to interpret the world 

but to change it (Marx, 1969). The conceptualisation of critical activism – discussed 

further in Chapter 6 - draws on hooks’ construction of ‘liberatory education for 

critical consciousness’ (hooks, 1994) and the Gramscian frame of organic 

intellectualism (Gramsci, 1971); placed in dialogue with contemporary calls for a 

shift towards scholar activism (Collins, 2013; Cox, 2015; Contu, 2020; Joseph-

Salisbury and Connelly, 2021).  

This approach to research is characterised by three features. Firstly, it is distinct 

from a purely social-scientific production of knowledge based on empirical 

observation, evidence and measurement. At its heart, this is philosophical 

exploratory research. Secondly, the purposes of this research are inherently 

political, in the sense that the aim is not simply to interpret social justice but to 

intervene using critical analysis. The approach builds on the transformative 

paradigm in educational research (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006), attempting to take 

this further towards an explicitly activist approach in purpose and method. In this 

way, the transformative paradigm in educational research is distinguished from the 

(post)positivist and constructivist paradigms, as it seeks to prioritise social justice 

issues as part of a political agenda of social change; questioning and exposing how 

relations of power enable certain perceptions of reality, productions of knowledge 

and values to become privileged over others (Romm, 2015). Thirdly, the critical 

activist approach eschews a straightforward distinction between ideal and non-

ideal theories of social justice (Stemplowska, 2008), in favour of a critical 

construction that seeks to problematise ‘one-sided undialectical alternatives’ 

(Forst, 2017: 226).  

A critical activist approach to research therefore embraces Mouffe’s argument that 

‘a well-functioning democracy calls for a confrontation of democratic political 

positions’ (Mouffe, 2009: 551, see also Mouffe 1999). It follows that confrontation 
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over ideas and their implementation is a necessary feature of any democracy. The 

critical activist approach adopted in this research seeks to engage with conflicting 

arguments and to treat these as opportunities for ‘agonistic’ struggle (Mouffe, 

1999, 2009).    

1.1.2 Conceptual Conjunctures  

In this thesis I argue in favour of constructing a conjunctural conceptualisation of 

social justice (see Chapter 3). This conceptual framing impacts methodological 

considerations pertaining to the desired impact of the research. These 

considerations are discussed in what follows.  

For research to be transformative, its relevance in contemporary debates needs to 

be demonstrated. Fraser’s construction of critical theory is instructive here, and in 

particular her reference to Marx, who defined critical theory as ‘the self-

clarification of the struggles and wishes of the age’ (Fraser, 1985: 97). With this in 

mind, critical activism borrows from conjunctural analysis, an approach often used 

in the fields of sociology and cultural studies. Conjunctural analysis is described by 

Hall & Massey as  

…a way of looking at the social, political, economic and cultural 
contradictions in any particular period of political settlement, and trying to 
understand how they are articulated to produce that settlement – and how 
an alternative political project might seek to produce a different 
settlement, through different forms of articulation (Hall and Massey, 2010: 
57) 

Taking a conjunctural approach is not simply a case of following current trends or 

producing a journalistic in-the-moment response. Instead, the attempt in this work 

is to articulate a ‘real world political philosophy’ (Wolff, 2019) that provides a 

philosophical and critical intervention that is relevant to – but also transcends – 

current events and debates in education. According to Grossberg (2019), 

conjunctural analysis draws on empirical observation to identify articulations of 

social relations, mapping out the conjuncture as a problem space and site of crisis. 

My research draws on this approach by seeking to map out the conceptual terrain 

at the intersection of social justice, power and citizenship education, asking why 

and how these educational imperatives matter at this current conjuncture.  
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This work therefore requires conceptual, theoretical and philosophical engagement 

– distinguished by the treatment of knowledge, reality and values respectively. I 

remain attentive throughout to real-world concerns, allowing the research to be 

responsive to, and shaped by, current issues and debates pertaining to social 

justice. In other words, the ‘conjuncture’ in question has both temporal and 

conceptual elements. It relates, firstly, to the period of time in which this work 

was carried out, and secondly, to the ‘justice-power-citizenry’ conceptual 

conjuncture. 

The relevant dates of the conjuncture referenced in this work are October 2018 to 

December 2023 – a time in which many global injustices and upheavals, and the 

connections between them, were laid bare. In particular, the racialised 

underpinnings of current crises were starkly revealed by the global rise of the 

Black Lives Matter movement; the COVID-19 pandemic; and the rise of far-right 

political agendas; the increasingly urgent calls for climate justice; and the ongoing 

struggle against global economic inequality (Walker et al., 2018; Clarke, 2021; 

Murji and Picker, 2021). As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, this is a conjuncture 

characterised by multiple and overlapping crises emerging from an impasse 

between the neoliberal world order, globalisation, racial capitalism and 

unsustainable economic growth (Hickel, 2020).  

The ‘alternative political project’ being explored in this research is the 

enculturation of a socially just citizenry. Social justice education is concerned with 

the development of intellectual resources to challenge the social reproduction of 

inequality (Mthethwa-Sommers, 2014). If the development of a socially just 

citizenry as an alternative political project is indeed possible, this gives rise to 

questions relating to the role of education in enabling the emergence of such a 

citizenry. What is the nature of that role and what are its limitations? How should 

a socially just citizenry respond to the current conjuncture? And how are the 

concepts to be understood, with this goal in mind? To address these questions, the 

approach used here is to map out the intersecting conceptual terrain of social 

justice, social power and citizenship education. 
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1.1.4 Sources cited in this research 

The thesis uses a combination of relevant peer-reviewed journal articles, academic 

texts, canonical philosophical works, and grey literature such as books and 

relevant online resources. Literature is reviewed and referenced throughout the 

thesis, as opposed to being presented in a separate ‘literature review’ chapter; 

the purpose of which is to develop the conjunctural approach to conceptual 

analysis. Peer-reviewed work is referenced for the purposes of theoretical 

development and literature review; philosophical works are utilised for conceptual 

development; while grey literature is used to demonstrate the relevance and 

practical application of the ideas presented in the research.   

1.2 Methodological considerations 

1.2.1 Empiricism and philosophy 

Philosophical endeavour has a somewhat uneasy relationship with methodology. 

How do we know what philosophers of education do, and is there a need to 

articulate methodology at all in the philosophy of education (Ruitenberg, 2009b)? 

Given that I have chosen to provide a ‘statement on methodology’ in this thesis, 

my answer to this opening question is clearly in the affirmative. One reason for 

doing this is practical and perhaps strategic in nature. The purpose of this 

philosophical research is prior to that of empirical research: it is rooted in 

reflection on practical matters that have consequences in lived realities and for 

future empirical research. Making a successful case for the practical relevance of 

this research rightly involves setting out how and why I went about it. It is this 

issue that I address in this statement on methodology.  

A key decision made during the development of the original research proposal for 

this PhD related to whether it should be an empirical or philosophical study. 

Instinctively, I did not want to be limited to either approach. Neither an empirical 

or philosophical paradigm seemed an obvious fit with the main question or the 

overall approach, which was to develop an interventionist approach to theoretical 

innovation while being rooted in the lived realities addressed in educational policy, 

practice and research. Adopting a narrow empirical methodology would have run 

the risk of simply describing the conditions of social justice in relation to a group 

or population at a distinct moment in time, without necessarily seeking to change 
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those conditions or to generate a broader understanding of their causes. Adopting 

a narrow philosophical approach, however, would run the risk of becoming a piece 

of esoteric fiction, conceptually divorced from reality. At this early stage of the 

research, I felt as though I was stuck in a dilemma of choosing between an 

empiricism without ideas and a philosophy without traction. The methodology used 

in the thesis has arisen, at least in part, from that dilemma.  

My eventual decision was to focus on philosophical research. In part this was a 

consequence of refining the research questions in a way that confirmed the 

philosophical and theoretical nature of the inquiry. Additionally, I was informed by 

concerns in relation to the prevalence of ‘methodocentrism’ in educational 

research and the social sciences, defined as:  

the belief that the method one chooses to guide research determines its 
truth, its legitimacy, its validity, and its trustworthiness’ (Weaver and 
Snaza, 2017: 1056)  

This is not a rejection of method per se, nor is it a challenge to the idea that 

educational research should be carried out with methodological rigour. Rather, it 

challenges the view that methodological choices should determine the nature of 

the objects studied, recognising instead that research objects have a subjectivity 

of their own. Consequently, the methodology has developed alongside the research 

as an iterative and reflective process.  

To strike a balance between theoretical validity and empirical relevance, I have 

sought to take account of existing empirical research in the area of social justice 

education, with a view to developing a conceptual approach that has consequences 

for future empirical inquiries in education. It seems necessary, therefore, to 

provide an account of the methodology I have used so that the research is 

accessible to scholars from outside the field of philosophy of education. While this 

is one reason for the methodological choices made, there are more substantive 

matters at stake that go beyond the practical impact or utility of this research, as 

they inform the research itself on a fundamental level. This can best be described 

in methodological terms as a process of theoretical hybridisation and philosophical 

experimentation – approaches that are described in the next section. 
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1.2.2 Theoretical hybridisation and philosophical experimentation 

The philosophy of social justice and citizenship articulated in this thesis is derived 

from my reading of a wide range of contemporary theorists and philosophers. As 

such, this is a philosophy that seeks to combine diverse and sometimes conflicting 

theoretical perspectives. Hybridisation is therefore the meta-theoretical approach 

used in this thesis. This mode of theorisation is combined with, or perhaps 

tempered by, philosophical reflection on the implications and underlying values of 

the theories used.  

This understanding of the relationship between philosophy and theory sees 

philosophy as  

an academic discipline specialised in analysing and understanding the wider 
processes of the constructing of theories, questioning their hidden 
background premises, and revealing and examining the values affecting 
academic – as well as other – human practices (Holma in Ruitenberg, 2009: 
325).  

Following Holma (in Ruitenberg, 2009), this thesis attempts to contribute to the 

practice of ‘philosophy as research’. I identify sources from a range of 

philosophical, theoretical, and sometimes contrasting traditions, with the purpose 

of articulating a view of social justice that is rooted in a set of values and 

principles expressed in and through the concept of citizenry and common 

humanity. 

Given my concerns with methodocentrism and the politics of knowledge 

production, the choice of sources for this research is not determined by traditional 

paradigms of research. Instead, I have sought to identify a range of sources that be 

utilised to refine the philosophy of social justice defended in the thesis. This 

explains the absence of a formal literature review: I have not developed a 

systematic deconstruction of a distinct field of inquiry. In Weberian terms, I am 

committed to an account of ‘substantive rationality’ that illuminates issues of 

justice and egalitarianism in accordance with human values, as opposed to ‘formal 

rationality’, which would provide a syllogistic calculation of means and ends 

(Capeheart and Milovanovic, 2007).  

This thesis is therefore the result of theoretical hybridisation and a philosophical 

thought experiment designed to eschew intellectual silos that I consider to 
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perpetuate forms of epistemic injustice (Fricker, 2007). I argue that these silos 

have contributed to a loss of direction in the conceptual understanding of social 

justice and in the policies and practices of education, while privileging dominant 

narratives and cultures. The theoretical perspectives I draw from in the thesis 

include postcolonialism and the subaltern, social and critical realism, 

posthumanism, affect theory, and a critical intersectional analysis of power. What 

follows is a brief introduction to these traditions and an account of how they 

inform the research methodology. 

1.2.3 Postcolonialism, the subaltern and the politics of knowledge 

The field of philosophy of education has been largely dominated by white men 

emanating from the Global North, resulting in a largely ‘white-washed’ field of 

inquiry and curricula in education (Peters, 2015). In my positionality statement 

(see introduction) I discuss how I have confronted my own role in this situation, 

being a racialised-as-white European male, and how this has informed the research 

(see Chadderton 2012 for a discussion of the problematic ethics of being a white 

social justice researcher, albeit in ethnographic research). This is not just an issue 

for the study of education: the broader field of social theory is dominated by 

classical theory, itself imbued with empire and colonialism, thereby shunning 

intellectual thought from colonial and postcolonial societies (Connell, 2007).  

This claim is strengthened by recent findings showing that social science and 

science reading lists in UK universities can fail to be representative of student 

populations, pointing towards the need for inclusive, diverse and decolonised 

reading and a broader engagement with the politics of knowledge production 

(Schucan Bird and Pitman, 2020). This has led to calls on one hand to decolonise 

education curricula, recognising the role of structural racism and the perpetuation 

of racial inequalities in education (Gillborn, 2008; Chadderton, 2013; Aman, 2018); 

while on the other hand it is recognised that the very project of decolonisation 

itself poses the risk of perpetuating social inequalities while enabling problematic 

“settler moves towards innocence” (Tuck and Yang, 2012).  

I highlight these works to critique education as a body of knowledge in which 

power is at play, highlighting the role of intersectional justice issues such as 

‘race’, class and gender. Fundamentally, I am concerned with issues of inequality 
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and oppression, and it is this concern that drives the methodology as well as the 

identification of intellectual sources on colonialism such as Spivak (1988, 1999, 

2012), hooks (1994, 2001) and Fanon (2004).  

It is important at this point to say that the focus on issues of ‘race’, imperialism, 

colonialism and the subaltern was not an explicit part of the original research 

proposal. Rather, my attention has been diverted to these issues, in such a way 

that I now see these as fundamental concepts in any competent theory of social 

justice. This shift in attention through the process of writing represents what 

Phillips (2019) describes as a move from ‘official curiosity to unofficial curiosity’: I 

started with what I was ‘educated to find interesting’ but the thesis describes 

what I found myself being drawn towards, despite my own prejudices and gaps in 

knowledge. Phillips explains:  

our official curiosity is a form of obedience, an indebtedness to the 
authorities. In our unofficial curiosity we don’t know who we want to be 
judged by. It is the difference between knowing what we are doing, and 
following our eyes (p. 3). 

The question of ‘who I want to be judged by’ has indeed become increasingly 

opaque throughout the process of writing. Working from a place of official 

curiosity, I would have said that I will be judged in the end by supervisors, external 

examiners and perhaps the academy more generally. This has now been 

problematised in that I am now engaged in a critique of the politics of knowledge, 

which necessarily includes critiquing the academy to which I aspire to belong. 

There is another important feature here, however, which is that the academy is 

itself engaged in this self-critique, evidenced by the recent actions of the 

University of Glasgow to launch a program of reparations and an investigation of 

the university’s links with historic slavery.2 I have no doubt that these actions have 

emboldened my efforts while informing my methodological thinking.      

1.2.4 Realism and posthumanism 

The dilemma of empiricism vs philosophy addressed above is related to another 

dualism which is inherent in the study: that is the problem of agency versus 

structure. This study explores the relationship between socially just agents and 

 
2 https://www.gla.ac.uk/news/headline_667960_en.html  

https://www.gla.ac.uk/news/headline_667960_en.html
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socially just structures, noting that the agency vs structure problem has generated 

a large body of dichotomous debate. Archer (2002) describes an ‘over-socialised’ 

view that privileges social factors that define and constrain the responses available 

to the human agent, while an ‘under-socialised’ view, emanating mainly from 

Enlightenment thinking, claims that the human condition and human agency are 

not in any way dependent on social context.   

Problematising this distinction has led me to borrow, in methodological terms, 

from the perspective of realism, especially Archer’s social realism and critical 

realism (Bhaskar, 1986, 1989, 2011). Critical realism seeks to enable researchers 

‘to rise above and beyond the empirical, to move on to more daring and 

theoretical analysis’ (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009: 49), which is an apt 

description of what I am seeking to achieve. Critical realism therefore presents the 

possibility of working across empirical, philosophical and theoretical perspectives 

while maintaining a firm grasp on the real – seeking to theorise around underlying 

(perhaps unobservable) mechanisms that define, in the case of this study, the 

normative parameters of social justice and citizenship. Similarly, critical realism 

provides a possible antidote to the agency versus structure dichotomy as it 

recognises both the role of social context and human agency. It seeks to generate 

complex models of causation that go beyond the empirical regularity of events to 

the deeper mechanism(s) that give rise to such events, while also recognising that 

human agency impacts on these realities. It is through this paradigm that this 

research may identify not just ‘what is going on’ or ‘what works’, but how the 

emancipatory capacity of education, citizenship and social justice can be made 

real by means of transformative educational research (Biesta, 2007; Wrigley, 

2018). 

Contributions to the problematisation of the agency versus structure distinction 

can also be attributed to posthumanist thought in the field of educational research 

(Braidotti, 2013; Snaza and Weaver, 2014). Posthumanism challenges the human 

exceptionalism of the Anthropocene, while revealing the politics of knowledge 

production in the sciences as a ‘god trick’ that sees the human as an all-seeing and 

all-knowing observer of life (Haraway, 1988). Posthumanism represents something 

of a confluence between the agendas of antiracism, social and environmental 
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justice, where the task is to transcend boundaries and recognise the 

interconnected nature of life (Braidotti, 2010; Clarke and Haraway, 2018). While I 

have stopped short of fully embracing a posthumanist methodology in this thesis, 

posthumanism has certainly been influential in the process of looking beyond the 

agency versus structure distinction.   

1.2.5 Affect theory 

At this point I should note one of the methodological problems encountered in the 

approach of theoretical hybridisation. There are mutual criticisms between 

posthumanist and critical realist positions (for examples see van Ingen, 2016; 

Hornborg, 2017; Porpora, 2017; Braidotti, 2019) which might imply that these 

theoretical approaches are incompatible. However, I set out to ‘stay with the 

trouble’ of crossing such boundaries (Haraway, 2016) or, following Tuck (2010), I 

attempt to ‘value the irreconcilable’ in these theoretical conflicts. As such I seek 

to use the distance between theoretical standpoints, encouraged by the insight 

that suggests such disorientations can be made fruitful by incorporating affect 

theory within the analytical framework (Robinson and Kutner, 2019).  

The emotions, and the affective domain more generally, have an important role in 

philosophies of social justice (Lynch, 2012; Nussbaum, 2015). I approach this using 

the Spinozian concept of affect and posthuman subjectivity. Spinoza famously 

rejected Descartes’ dualistic mind and body construct by claiming that thought 

itself is embodied and affect ‘emerges as necessarily entangled with memories and 

materials, sensations and spaces’ (Robinson and Kutner, 2019: 112). My attempts 

in this work to develop a philosophical understanding of social justice present 

many fruitful disorientations, especially as I grapple with the affective, relational 

and co-constitutive nature of the concept. As such, I theorise around the 

possibilities presented by concepts that have direct relevance to social justice such 

as affective equality (Lynch et al., 2009), emotional citizenry (Askins, 2016), cruel 

optimism (Berlant, 2011), critical hope (Duncan-Andrade, 2009) and political anger 

(White, 2012). 

1.3 Social Justice: developing lines of inquiry 

…people inhabit a world that consists, in the first place, not of things but of 
lines. After all, what is a thing, or indeed a person, if not a tying together of 
lines – the paths of growth and movement – of all the many constituents 
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gathered there? Originally, ‘thing’ meant a gathering of people, and a place 
where they would meet to resolve their affairs. As the derivation of the 
word suggests, every thing is a parliament of lines… to study people and 
things is to study the lines they are made of. 

(Ingold, 2007: 5) 

Developing a philosophical understanding of social justice and its relevance to 

education has not been a case of following a predefined route, but laying my own 

trail, characterised by a kind of intellectual wayfaring. Wayfaring is one of two 

‘modalities of travel’ identified by Ingold (2007), the other being transportation, 

in his anthropological archaeology of the line. Wayfaring is characterised by active 

engagement with context and surroundings, and a desire to move, as opposed to 

simply ‘being moved’ as in the case of the transported traveller or passenger.  

Ingold explains that the wayfarer is concerned with a continuous gesture of 

creating a trail, rather than simply following a pre-composed route. This relation 

between movement and knowledge constitutes a way of being that is prevalent in 

tribal cultures and hunting/gathering societies such as the Inuit and Orochon 

reindeer hunters. Ingold contrasts this with the movements of the British naval 

command, who were concerned with the ‘global expansion of trade, settlement 

and empire’ (p. 77). Whereas the Inuit would effectively become a line as soon as 

they moved, the British saw movement as a transitional activity across the earth’s 

surface. Ingold challenges the conception that linear thinking is a form of narrow-

mindedness, lending this insight to his definition of colonialism, which  

…is not the imposition of linearity upon a non-linear world, but the 
imposition of one kind of line on another (p. 2) 

Following Ingold, I have found it helpful to consider my analysis of social justice as 

a developing line of inquiry. There is a paradox involved in writing about this line 

of inquiry: once I have sketched out the line it can appear as a prescribed route to 

the reader. However, this thesis is in fact an invitation to walk alongside me as I 

‘take the line for a walk’, as Ingold puts it, so that the reader’s eyes ‘…follow the 

same path as did the hand in drawing it’ (p. 73). The line of inquiry I have taken is 

composed of the following ideas, understood in Ingold’s terms as ‘places I have 

inhabited’ rather than a series of connecting dots along the way. 
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Figure 1 My ‘line of inquiry’ 

1.4 Stipulative definitions of terms used in the thesis 

In this section I provide stipulative definitions of the key conceptualisations 

defended throughout the thesis, with a preliminary articulation of their 

connections to education. Together, these represent the conceptual foundations of 

a socially just citizenry. The purpose of providing definitions at this early stage is 

to assist the reader to successfully navigate the subsequent arguments and the 

development of these concepts throughout the thesis. 

Social Justice: struggles against injustice 

Fraser argues that justice refers to ‘social arrangements that permit all to 

participate as peers in social life’ (Fraser in Keddie, 2012: 263). Social justice can 

therefore be understood simultaneously as a goal (social arrangements); a process 

(the ways in which those arrangements are achieved); and a frame (the way in 

which this goal and process shapes our understanding). 

The understanding developed in this thesis is that social justice refers to the 

continuous struggle for economic, cultural, political, and affective equality, and 
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the corresponding refusal of exploitation, discrimination, exclusion, and 

indifference. This view of social justice emanates from Fraser’s three-dimensional 

model of redistribution (economic), recognition (cultural) and representation 

(political) (Fraser 1997, 2013; Fraser and Honneth, 2003). Fraser’s model is further 

developed by Lynch and colleagues (Lynch et al., 2009; Lynch, 2012; Cantillon and 

Lynch, 2017) to include the fourth dimension of affective equality. 

The claim I explore in the thesis is that education plays a central role in the 

struggle for social justice, as recognised by other theorists (Apple, 2012; Keddie, 

2012; Power, 2012; Lingard and Keddie, 2013; McIntyre, Neuhaus and Blennow, 

2020), and more specifically that education contributes to the formation of what I 

refer to as a socially just citizenry. 

Social Power: active, passive, ideological, disciplinary 

Social power can be understood as ‘a practically socially situated capacity to 

control others’ actions’ (Fricker, 2007: 13). This definition relies on the premise 

that power is exercised as a form of domination ('power over' - see Lukes, 2005; 

Haugaard, 2012), which I argue is a valid but ultimately incomplete view of power. 

To this I add an Arendtian conception of concerted power ('power to/with' - see 

Arendt, 1969; Allen, 1999), in recognition of productive accounts of power, which 

assert that the very conditions of domination can give rise to solidarity and 

democracy (Ball, 2012; Haugaard, 2015). The tension between a conception of 

power as domination and power as solidarity reveals the possibility of power as 

ambivalence. This recognises that social power can be directed towards the ends 

of justice, depending on what the power is for.  

I therefore follow the theoretical tradition of identifying multiple dimensions of 

power (see Haugaard, 2012) – reimagined here as active, passive, ideological and 

disciplinary power – each of which suggest the possibility of power with/to 

(concerted power), power over (domination/coercion) and power for (ambivalent).  

Citizenship: status and practice 

Citizenship can be thought of in two ways: citizenship as status and citizenship as 

practice (Escobar, 2017). Citizenship as status defines a specific type of 

relationship between a person and the state. This status is predominantly a legal 

relationship that provides protection in the form of domestic citizenship rights. 
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The status of citizenship differs from nationality, which confers state membership 

and recognition under international law. Article 15 of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights declares that ‘everyone has the right to a nationality’, whereas the 

status of citizenship is officially granted under specific conditions that are 

determined by individual nation states. 

Socially Just Citizenry 

While a citizenry commonly refers to the group of people who live in a particular 

city, town, area, or country, here I see it in the sense of the wider body politic 

(Askins, 2016). A socially just citizenry is a body politic characterised by a systemic 

and dispositional orientation towards social justice and equality. It is a product of 

the complex conjunctures of social justice and social power. 

A socially just citizenry is distinct from a national citizenry: it does not assume 

that the ‘who’ of justice refers to those who are formally recognised by national 

boundaries (Fraser, 2013). Rather, a socially just citizenry goes beyond the scope 

of formal citizenship and is equally concerned with refugees and other displaced 

citizens. It refers to those who are jointly committed to the cause of social justice.  

Education : qualification, socialisation, subjectification, social justice 

The understanding of education I present here includes but goes beyond a narrow 

understanding of formal schooling. I take the view that schooling is one important 

part of the wider process of education, which can include informal education, 

youth work, parenting, personal reading and activism. However, I recognise that 

education and schooling is itself implicated in many of the injustices I am seeking 

to challenge in this work, and that my purpose should not be to redeem the 

project of education on the assumption that it is an unquestionable good in itself 

(Allen, 2018).  

I follow the approach of Biesta and colleagues (2009) in relation to citizenship 

education, recognising that the process of citizenship learning should take 

dispositions, life stories and social context into account. The desired purposes of 

education can be summarised, again following Biesta (2015, 2020), as 

qualification, socialisation and subjectification – although I argue that these 

purposes should be put to more radical ends than the current educational 
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discourse of ‘motherhood and apple pie’ would suggest (Arshad, 2017) – which 

prompts me to consider these purposes in relation to social justice and power.  

Biesta’s domains of educational purpose are mapped onto the dimensions of social 

power as defined below, and I add social justice as a meta-purpose of education 

that these domains should be directed towards. Education can therefore be 

defined as the combined pedagogical processes of qualification, socialisation and 

subjectification that orient the citizenry towards social justice. 

Citizenship Education 

Citizenship education is largely understood in educational policy in the narrow 

sense as a curricular subject in its own right or a cross-curricular theme (De Coster 

et al., 2017). Biesta et al (2009) argue in favour of a broader approach, which they 

denote as ‘citizenship learning’, to take account of individual contexts, 

relationships and dispositions, as well as life trajectories. Importantly, students 

are recognised as present citizens as opposed to citizens ‘in the making’.  
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Chapter 2 | Philosophy of Social Justice Education 

2.1 Philosophies of Social Justice 

What is the role of education in resisting injustice, especially during such highly 

charged and complex times as these, in which the fault lines of injustice are so 

visible? Radical interventionist approaches have tended to be marginalised within 

the theory and philosophy of education, prompting recent work to try and address 

this (A. Allen, 2014; Suissa, 2019; Peters et al., 2022). My contribution to this 

discussion follows the contours of Nancy Fraser’s work in political philosophy, 

which emerges in part from social movements and their historiographies. Fraser’s 

three-part model of ‘redistribution, recognition and representation’ deconstructs 

the economic, cultural and political dimensions of social justice (Fraser, 2013). 

What follows is a summary of her approach to social justice. 

2.1.1 Fraser’s model of Social Justice 

Fraser argues that justice refers to ‘social arrangements that permit all to 

participate as peers in social life’ (Fraser in Keddie, 2012: 263). Social justice can 

therefore be understood simultaneously as a goal (social arrangements); a process 

(the ways in which those arrangements are achieved); and a frame (the way in 

which this goal and process shapes our understanding). 

The understanding developed in this thesis is that social justice refers to the 

continuous struggle for economic, cultural, political, and affective equality, and 

the corresponding refusal of exploitation, discrimination, exclusion, and 

indifference. This view of social justice emanates from Fraser’s three-dimensional 

model of redistribution (economic), recognition (cultural) and representation 

(political) (Fraser 1997, 2013; Fraser and Honneth, 2003). Fraser’s model is further 

developed by Lynch and colleagues (Lynch et al., 2009; Lynch, 2012; Cantillon and 

Lynch, 2017) to include the fourth dimension of affective equality.   

Developing from her early critique of Rawlsian and Habermasian notions of justice, 

Fraser seeks to rejuvenate and reconcile competing theories such as post-Marxism, 

feminism, post-socialism and poststructuralism to address contemporary challenges 

(Pia Lara and Fine in Lovell, 2007; Forst, 2017). She builds on key concepts in 

social and political thought, constructing her analysis of political economy, social 

welfare, political participation and activism, as well as a robust critique of 
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neoliberal capitalism. Educational researchers and theorists have identified 

Fraser’s work as a useful and important framework for social justice education 

(Apple, 2012; Power, 2012); educational leadership (Blackmore, 2016); social 

justice dispositions in education (Mills et al., 2017, 2019; Gale, Cross and Mills, 

2019). Others recognise that more work is required to understand how her model 

impinges upon citizenship education (Lingard and Keddie, 2013).  

In the essay Reframing Justice in a Globalizing World, Fraser provides her 

definition of justice and injustice:  

…the most general meaning of justice is parity of participation. According to 
this radical-democratic interpretation of the principle of equal moral worth, 
justice requires social arrangements that permit all to participate as peers 
in social life. Overcoming injustice means dismantling institutionalized 
obstacles that prevent some people from participating on a par with others, 
as full partners in social interaction (Fraser, 2013:193) 

In Fraser’s original two-dimensional model, she argued that full participation can 

be impeded by economic structures in cases of maldistribution; or by institutional 

hierarchies in cases of status inequality or misrecognition (Fraser and Honneth, 

2003). Claims for redistribution relate to economic inequities and citizens 

receiving a fair share of resources; while claims for recognition concern status 

hierarchies, issues of institutionalised respect, the outlawing of discrimination and 

the recognition of difference. Fraser’s dual theory sought to overcome the 

problems posed by what she saw as a limited identity politics that tended to 

simplify and reify identity groups, confining them to the ‘cultural’ realm. She 

recommends instead that a politics of difference is adopted alongside concerns for 

redistribution that recognise the need to address social inequalities along the 

stratified divisions of ‘race’, class, gender and other social constructs, but without 

magnifying those divisions. 

In her subsequent intervention, however, Fraser concedes that this two-

dimensional model did not go far enough, arguing in favour of a three-dimensional 

theory of social justice encompassing redistribution, recognition, and 

representation. She argues that theoretical debates in relation to social justice 

had presumed a ‘Keynesian-Westphalian Frame’ (Fraser, 2013: a reference to 

Westphalian or state sovereignty as enshrined in United Nations charter), where it 

was understood that justice disputes were to be contested and resolved within the 
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boundaries of modern territorial states. There were occasional exceptions to this 

rule where, for example, the interests of nation states would converge around 

issues such as famine, genocide or indeed global pandemics.  

In the main, disputes about social justice largely concerned relations between 

citizens, with nation states seen as responsible for facilitating debates within 

national publics, including educational settings, developing the necessary methods 

of redress. The Keynesian-Westphalian Frame, in assuming that individual citizens 

were the pertinent subjects of justice, ensured that questions of justice were 

focused on the what of social justice: what citizens owed one another and what 

should count as just ordering of social relations within a society. This meant that 

the who of social justice was not disputed as ‘it went without saying that the 

“who” was the national citizenry’ (p. 190-191).  

Fraser notes that the process of globalization has resulted in the emergence of 

global concerns and corresponding social movements that do not recognise 

territorial borders, meaning that the way we argue about justice has 

fundamentally changed. Justice debates now concern “first-order questions of 

substance” (p. 192) such as economic inequality, redistribution, equal respect and 

recognition; but arguments about justice also concern meta-level questions: what 

is the frame, who are the subjects of justice and how should it be addressed? It is 

no longer just issues of substance that are in dispute but the frame of social 

justice itself.  

In this thesis, I explore the possibility of moving away from the national citizenry, 

as suggested by Fraser, developing my conception of a socially just citizenry: a 

dispositional and systemic orientation towards social justice. A citizenry can refer 

to a group of citizens, but, following Askins’ (2016) conceptualisation of the 

emotional citizenry, I interpret it here as a wider body politic of shared 

commitment. Such a citizenry recognises and shares concerns for citizens within 

and across national borders including refugees and migrants. Importantly, this is 

not a global citizenry, which I regard as a diffuse concept vulnerable to dismissal 

via nationalist narratives as evident in Prime Minister Teresa May’s 2016 

Conservative Party conference speech in which she said ‘If you believe you are a 
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citizen of the world, you are a citizen of nowhere’.3 I argue that a transnational 

conception of citizenry is necessary but it should be more tightly defined around 

commitments to the principles of social justice.   

Fraser concludes that theories of justice need to encompass three fundamentally 

interrelated dimensions that are not reducible to one another while also being 

conceptually distinct: redistribution (economic), recognition (cultural) and 

representation (political), forming the basis of what she calls post-Westphalian 

democratic justice. In the next section I argue that Fraser’s approach presents 

both advantages and problems in relation to the philosophy of education. 

2.1.2 Fraser’s approach: advantages and problems 

Fraser’s approach to these debates offers a philosophical method that poses a 

number of advantages for educational philosophy and educational research. The 

first advantage is the dialogic nature of her inquiries and the way she readily 

engages with her critics, including: Butler on the cultural dimension of justice; 

Young on the issue of oppression, Honneth on the role of affect (Fraser, 2008); and 

more recently, Dawson on the theme of racial capitalism (Fraser, 2016b). Fraser 

engages deeply with critics to develop her ideas. As a result, even critics who 

disagree with her on substantive questions recognise her ability to generate 

important analyses of contemporary political crises. Fraser is open to changing her 

mind and to the possibility that she might be wrong; that the theory she presents 

is provisional and may need to be changed after dialogic engagement.  

Another advantage to Fraser’s model is its multidimensional nature. She talks 

about economic, cultural and political issues, revealing something important about 

the conjunctures of class, material deprivation, race, gender, employment, 

political institutions and processes. This recognises that systemic racism, for 

example, cannot be tackled within the cultural dimension alone: economic and 

political solutions are also required. Equally, material deprivation and poverty 

cannot be tackled using only economic means without attention to cultural and 

political issues. She takes us beyond the intersection of identities towards an 

understanding of the social arrangements underpinning those identity constructs. 

She returns to fundamental questions of who benefits from material distribution, 

 
3 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-37788717  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-37788717
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who has cultural respect and political voice. I find that her model provides a useful 

heuristic tool that helps us to understand and discuss the ‘big issues’ of social 

justice, as opposed to developing a piecemeal understanding and fragmented 

temporary solutions.  

Education is particularly vulnerable to these problems and to the constant 

appearance of short-term initiatives. Social justice can be mentioned in passing, if 

it is discussed at all, depending on the political flavour of the day. Compare 

Scotland, where social justice is one of the values in the professional teaching 

standards4, and England/Wales, where there are renewed attempts to silence 

Critical Race Theorists in education5 (see Warmington, 2020). Discussions about 

social justice are often contradictory or lacking in sufficient depth: there can be 

an assumption that we all know what is meant by it or that it is impossible to 

define. It can seem too obvious an idea to refute, or it can be viewed with 

suspicion as an attempt to simply train or indoctrinate children and young people 

to become socialists. It would appear, following the post-Cold War consensus, that 

we have decided to train children and young people to become capitalists or ‘little 

neoliberals’ (Bradbury, 2019) instead. 

The result is that social justice in education can be conflated or limited to a much 

narrower set of concerns that obscure the economic, cultural and political 

dimensions, which is precisely what Fraser identifies. Does social justice in 

education simply mean, in the case of Scotland, that if all students were to leave 

school with a suitable number of Highers, or if we substantially reduce the 

poverty-related attainment gap (Mowat, 2018), then the ends of social justice 

have been met? Does this happen before the existence of poverty itself is 

addressed? Is this a concession that this is all that can be done; that Bernstein’s 

(1970) observation that ‘education cannot compensate for society’ must be taken 

literally?   

While I aim to challenge this narrative using Fraser’s work, I find that there are 

some problems with her theorisation that need to be addressed. I find that she 

 
4 https://www.gtcs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/standard-for-full-registration.pdf  
5 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/oct/23/uk-critical-race-theory-trump-
conservatives-structural-inequality  

https://www.gtcs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/standard-for-full-registration.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/oct/23/uk-critical-race-theory-trump-conservatives-structural-inequality
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/oct/23/uk-critical-race-theory-trump-conservatives-structural-inequality
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risks being too vociferous in her initial dismissal of identity politics as a valid part 

of the struggle for recognition. Her motivations when she intervened in the 

identity politics debate were largely about feminism and what she sees as the 

dangers of reification of identities, femininity in particular. Instead of opposing 

inequalities on identity grounds, where feminism is purely about women and 

femininity, she recommends struggling against the underlying inequalities and the 

ways they are gendered, in which feminism is not only about women but equality 

more generally. She distinguishes between affirmative approaches to social 

justice, which attempt to deal with the symptoms of injustice but can heighten 

difference, and a transformative view that seeks to address the causes of injustice 

but can blur such differences (Fraser, 1997b). Even if Fraser is correct about this in 

relation to feminism and gender, my reading is that it does not necessarily hold 

true in relation to all forms of identity and the politics of difference, especially in 

relation to racism. It seems anachronistic to maintain that antiracism distracts 

from issues of class, and vice versa. Fraser’s initial insistence that a non-identarian 

institutionalised form of recognition is necessary to avoid enhancing social division 

was problematic: it is not necessary to choose between identity and solidarity. 

My reading is that Fraser herself now recognises these problems in her earlier 

work. More recently, for instance, she has become concerned with the issue of 

racial capitalism. Fraser clearly recognises that racialised identities matter – 

indeed that Black Lives Matter – in ways that are material and political as well as 

cultural. I suspect that Fraser initially overlooked the importance of identity 

politics, and I further suspect that this is because she may not have given 

sufficient attention to issues of systemic racism and power. Fraser’s latest revision 

of her work has important implications for antiracist education and in particular 

the role of white educators and educational researchers (see Chapter 4). She 

seemed to assume that unequal power relations can be managed at the level of 

institutional politics and democracy, thereby underestimating the deeply 

embedded power and systemic nature of racism. This is why I argue that her 

principle of parity of participation can be achieved via critical activism, which 

involves the explicit analysis of power relations. 



39 
 

2.2 Individualism and the Neo-Aristotelian Logic of Character 

In this section, I position my critique of individualism as one that emerges from a 

critique of the logic of character. This section builds on work previously 

undertaken during my Masters dissertation studies (2013-2015) and a subsequent 

conference presentation on the topic (Walsh, 2018). 

2.2.1 My interest in character education 

My critique of character education focuses on the traditional understanding of 

moral education that emphasises the cultivation of moral virtue (Walker, Roberts 

and Kristjánsson, 2015: 1). I was initially taken in by what Winton (2008) describes 

as ‘the appeal of character’, as it promises a holistic, values-based, moral 

education that leads to societal flourishing. After engaging in critical exploration, 

however, my conclusion was that character education in its current form (in both 

the United States and the United Kingdom) is driven by an individualist, neoliberal 

and elitist worldview that results in the marginalisation of social justice, political 

and structural change, and ultimately the perpetuation of the status quo (Walsh, 

2015, 2018). This viewpoint has been echoed by other researchers coming from 

philosophical, sociological and educational perspectives (Suissa, 2015; Bull and 

Allen, 2018; Jerome and Kisby, 2019). 

My interest in character education is informed by both a critical academic interest 

and my professional background, having previously worked for an educational 

charity focused on character education. This has given me a particular vantage 

point and some insight, from which I build on in this section. Critics of character 

education have observed that there is a lack of transparency in relation to the 

links between character education organisations, which is something that I also 

observed and wrote about (Allen and Bull, 2018; Walsh, 2018; Jerome and Kisby, 

2019). Similarly opaque is the role of a philanthropic organisation based in USA: 

the John Templeton Foundation. Accused of having a conservative bias and a 

hidden religious agenda, the foundation has had a notable influence on UK 

education policy and approaches to character education (Bains, 2011; Allen and 

Bull, 2018). 

My role in this work was to engage in discussions about character education with 

educators and other interested parties, offering feedback to the charity, and to 
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curate a conference looking at the possibility of introducing character education in 

Scotland. In my 2018 paper on the topic, I describe the many views I encountered 

during these discussions, ranging from character education being fundamental to 

the holistic aims of Scotland’s ‘Curriculum for Excellence’, to views consistent 

with the accusations of a hidden right-wing agenda. I observed that social justice 

can be framed both as an answer to the ideological problems associated with 

character education and a theoretical critique of those motivations. This led me to 

examine the relationship between character education and social justice (Walsh, 

2018). 

2.2.2 Character Education and Social Justice: The Personally Responsible Citizen 

The individualistic approach of character education typifies an approach that 

emphasises the ‘personally responsible citizen’: a doer of good deeds such as 

volunteering and donating to charitable causes. This citizen can be contrasted with 

the justice-oriented citizen who questions where the need for such activities has 

arisen, such as asking ‘why are people hungry?’, and yet this is arguably the least 

commonly pursued form of citizenship in education (Westheimer and Kahne, 2004). 

The neoliberal focus on individual responsibility in character education is evident 

in Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence, for example, and has implications not only 

for the ‘kind of citizenship’ but the ‘kind of democracy’ pursued by such policies 

(Biesta, 2008). The focus is on the individual while obfuscating social and political 

structures. 

This is not to say, of course, that doing good deeds or engaging in charitable 

activities is necessarily wrong, although the ethics of charitable work are open to 

question, especially from the perspective of a ‘hero narrative’ or ‘saviour 

mentality’ and how these rescue frames can in themselves cause harm (Walsh, 

2020a).The issue is that the ‘personally responsible citizenship’ approach does not 

address the causes of the problems tackled, leaving the status quo intact. It 

obfuscates the need or indeed the possibility of social change, and the political or 

socio-economic causes of inequalities and injustice. Pursuing justice-oriented 

citizenship does not entail subscribing to a particular view or critique of society, 

nor does it mean that personally responsible citizenship or other forms of 

citizenship are ignored, rather it involves balancing ideas of personal responsibility 
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and participation with critical analysis and action pertaining to the root causes of 

injustice (Westheimer and Kahne, 2004). 

Researchers at the Jubilee Centre have suggested that Aristotelian virtue ethics 

offers a substantive theory for character education (Jubilee Centre, 2017). Virtue 

ethics has seen a recent resurgence and is understood as a viable alternative 

theory of morality to deontology (a form of ethics concerned with duty but not the 

consequences of actions) and utilitarianism (a form of consequentialist ethics 

concerned with the results of actions). There are however some notable 

weaknesses in the virtue theory of Aristotle. For instance, Arthur (2003) notes that 

Aristotelian notions of virtue are linked with the aristocracy and the elite of 

society, and Aristotle claimed that fathers, being superior to mothers, should 

assume the role of instilling good character in children. While Arthur appears to 

observe this as a characteristic of Aristotelian virtue ethics, he falls short of 

critiquing this viewpoint as a privileging of class elites with problematic gendered 

assumptions about who possesses and can therefore instil good character. 

Noddings (2012) points out that Aristotle ‘felt constrained to defend slavery 

because it seemed necessary in a well-run society… even though some of his 

contemporaries saw the evils of slavery’ (p. 167). The writings of Aristotle 

emphasise traditional values and authority, as ‘in Aristotelian societies, there is 

widespread agreement on the roles and functions of each member of society. 

There may be subcultures, but these are subject to the rule of the larger society. 

It is assumed that that there is consensus or near consensus on the values to be 

transmitted.’ (p. 168). While it may be tempting to brush this off as a trite 

objection or simply a sign of the times in Ancient Greece, the importance of the 

intervention from Noddings is to point out that Aristotle’s theory of a flourishing 

society depended on oppression, elitism and authoritarianism. It seems that 

Aristotle had identified who should flourish and whose flourishing should be 

sacrificed. This remains the battleground of what we would now refer to as social 

justice – and yet there has been insufficient attention given to the question of 

whether character education makes a meaningful contribution to social justice or, 

as its philosophical antecedents might suggest, it works against such ambitions. 

Indeed, concerns for social justice tend to be the main source of criticism in 
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relation to character education. I now intend to link social justice theory to this 

analysis of character education and in particular the Jubilee Centre’s claim that 

character education is fundamental to ‘human and societal flourishing’ (2017: 3). 

Could it be that the Jubilee Centre’s Neo-Aristotelian construction of character 

education around the theme of ‘societal flourishing’ addresses the concerns of 

critics concerned with social justice? 

Mthethwa-Sommers (2014) and Arshad (2017) understand social justice education 

as both a goal and a process. The goal is equal participation and equitable 

distribution of resources, safety and security. The process of achieving that goal 

involves developing a critical understanding of oppressive systems that perpetuate 

social inequalities, and the strengthening of capacities to collaboratively address 

and remedy those inequalities. Fraser (1997, 2013) goes beyond questions of 

economic distribution, offering further clarification relating to forms of justice 

rendering in her model that include redistribution, recognition and representation. 

This indicates that there are economic, cultural and political dimensions to the 

goal and processes of social justice: dimensions that can be usefully incorporated 

into educational approaches (Power, 2012; Lingard and Keddie, 2013).  

With reference to Aristotle, Griffiths (2003) notes that justice has its roots in the 

philosophy of Aristotle and his view that justice is about pursuing the ‘common 

interest’. Building on this insight, Griffiths develops a definition of justice which 

she notes Aristotle would not accept, ‘…impressed, as he was, by the little stories 

of Athenian gentlemen’ (p. 53). Griffiths explains: ‘Social justice is a dynamic 

state of affairs that is good for the common interest, where that is taken to 

include both the good of each and the good of all, in an acknowledgement that 

one depends on the other’ (p. 54).  

There is an important philosophical distinction between Griffith’s revision of 

Aristotle and the neo-Aristotelian concepts of character, virtue and flourishing 

developed in the Jubilee Centre’s approach. Griffiths’ definition is commensurate 

with the other authors mentioned above in understanding social justice as a goal 

and a process involving redistribution, recognition, and representation. The 

Jubilee Centre, however, understand justice as a moral virtue that involves ‘acting 

with fairness towards others by honouring rights and responsibilities’ (2017: 4). In 
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other words, in contrast to social justice theory, which is multi-dimensional in 

nature, the understanding of justice in character education is based solely on 

virtuous acts of the individual. It remains unclear in this account how the 

individual pursuit of virtue would result in societal flourishing. Noddings succinctly 

describes the tendency to become distracted by the appeal of character while 

critical examination of social or political contexts remains elusive:  

The courage of a warrior may, for example, be so admired that members of 
the society do not think (or dare) to criticize war itself. (Noddings, 2012: 
167) 

In contrast, social justice is often understood within sociological critique as 

synonymous with a refusal of neoliberalism: a market-based approach that 

influences public policy in a variety of ways. Neoliberalism is characterised by 

laissez-faire economics, minimal government intervention and privatisation (Ward 

et al., 2015). It prioritises the interests of corporations and the wealthy, further 

side-lining those of marginalised communities, which consequently perpetuates 

social inequality and injustice. In education, neoliberal discourses position 

individuals as consumers of education and require them to act as a creative 

‘entrepreneur of the self’. Individuals must learn to adapt to the changing 

demands on modern living in order to flourish, and a failure to do so is a failure of 

entrepreneurship (Davies and Bansel, 2007). By focusing exclusively on the virtues 

of individuals, character education risks positioning itself as part of this self-

focused entrepreneurship, thereby perpetuating a neoliberal discourse and the 

social inequalities that follow in its wake. Indeed, critics of the ‘Character and 

Resilience Manifesto’ that underpins the current approach to character education 

in UK policy find that this document foregrounds, firstly, a masculine and 

uncritical positioning of gender, class, and race (Burman, 2018) and, secondly, a 

biopolitical form of self-government driven by attempts to (re)construct the 

psychological makeup of individuals to create economic return-on-investment 

(Spohrer and Bailey, 2020). 

Advocates of critical pedagogy see the challenge as developing a range of critical 

literacies that counter the hegemony of a free and apolitical market and the forces 

it exudes on education (Giroux, 2011). Individuals can engage in social change 

projects and acts of refusal, informed by sense-making practices in education such 
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as critical reflection, developing a common vision of equity and engaging in 

transformative dialogue (Ward et al., 2015). While the case for social justice and 

democracy continues to be made in education, researchers have arguably not paid 

enough attention to complexities of definition, theory and practical utility. In 

particular, the literature does not take seek to challenge some of the rather 

simplistic binary distinctions such as the liberal/left and conservative/right divide 

in public policy (Power, 2012; Francis, Mills and Lupton, 2017). This lack of 

conceptual clarity means that concerns about social justice in education are too 

easily dismissed by policy makers as being part of a general defence of 

‘progressivism’ that does not take account of how ideas can be understood and 

effectively implemented in policy, resulting in a polarised debate where, 

ultimately, the goal of social justice suffers (Francis, Mills and Lupton, 2017). 

Character education may benefit from this lack of conceptual clarity by presenting 

itself as an attractive ‘policy solution’ (Spohrer and Bailey, 2020). 

The difficulty is that character education tends to be promoted by those with a 

politically conservative outlook who tend to see individuals as the locus of change, 

with the possibility of social change either ignored or positioned as too 

complicated, and the conservative bias can remain hidden. Allen and Bull (2018) 

have demonstrated that when those with a purportedly liberal outlook defend 

character education, the views being espoused are closely related to conservative 

interests. The realisation of social justice is dependent in part on a critical 

understanding of power and ideology, achieved by strengthening ‘…the capabilities 

of parents, students, teachers, and other local stakeholders; to participate, to 

discuss, to challenge and critique’ (Ball, 2013: 4) and on the cultivation of citizens 

who have a dispositional orientation to social justice (Westheimer and Kahne, 

2004).  

While character education could conceivably contribute to the development of 

these critical dispositions, I have argued that this would entail a fundamental shift 

in character education, moving away from the development of apolitical virtues 

towards an approach that takes social and political contexts into account (Walsh, 

2018). In asking the question of whether character education can be put to work in 

the pursuit of social justice, I provided a critical overview of the ways in which 
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character education has been promoted and defended to date, focusing on the 

writing of Arthur and Kristjánsson.  

I found that character education is not adequately defended by its proponents, 

particularly in their attempts to rebuff the criticisms of promoting individualism 

and conservativism. Instead, justifications are put forward in a way that risks 

stifling debate and critique, masking the role of political ideology and the 

dilemmas associated with a singular focus on the virtues of character. My argument 

is that character education has little to contribute to social justice. I argue that a 

common thread in most if not all forms of character education should be 

recognised: character education seeks to enhance the character attributes of 

people, with a commitment to the idea that this approach would naturally lead to 

societal betterment. Ultimately finding agreement with the critiques of character 

education put forward by other authors (Suissa, 2015; Kisby, 2017), I contend that 

the focus on the individual as the locus of change runs the risk of elevating the 

status of personal responsibility while concealing the role of structural contexts in 

perpetuating social problems such as inequality and injustice (Walsh, 2018).  

This set of concerns is what led me to the idea of a socially just citizenry and the 

need to consider issues of justice and power as fundamental to educational 

questions addressing the kinds of dispositions educators should seek to enculturate 

(Biesta, Lawy and Kelly, 2009). In short, if we are to ask, ‘What kind of people the 

world needs’, it is incumbent on us to also ask, ‘What kind of world people need’. 

2.3 Justice-Oriented Citizenship Education 

Citizenship education typically refers to the range of ways in which schools 

prepare students to be effective democratic citizens. However, the expectations 

that should be placed on schools in this regard are rigorously contested in 

academic literature (Maitles, 2014). Following UNESCO (2014), citizenship 

education can be understood as a ‘framing paradigm’ that ‘promotes an ethos of 

curiosity, solidarity and shared responsibility’ (p. 15), with the aim of ‘securing a 

world which is more just, peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, secure and sustainable’ (p. 

9). While philosophies of citizenship education have tended to emanate from moral 

philosophy and personal ethics, in this thesis I seek to develop a philosophy of 
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citizenship education that is rooted in political philosophies of social justice and 

analyses of power. 

Biesta et al (2009) suggest that the problems of citizenship education policy and 

implementation in practice are characterised by individualism, instrumentalism 

and a failure to recognise young people as participant members of democracy; 

characteristics that are antithetical to democracy and social justice. It is claimed 

that this is symptomatic of, i) a wider neoliberal policy arena that seeks to hold 

individuals and communities responsible for social and economic problems, ii) a 

view of young people in policy rhetoric as citizens in waiting, not active political 

agents, and iii) a narrow view of learning regarding the formation of civic 

dispositions and identities. The authors argue in support of a wider 

conceptualisation of citizenship learning that goes beyond schools and formal 

curricula, recognising the life trajectories of young people and the contextual, 

relational and dispositional elements of citizenship.  

The practical and philosophical implications of this analysis invite many questions. 

Does it recognise a need for what McCowan (2009) terms the ‘seamless enactment’ 

of the ideals of citizenship and curricular programmes, their implementation in 

practice and the effects on students? Which dispositions should be promoted? 

Nussbaum (2002) suggests that higher education should develop citizenship 

abilities related to critical thinking, a global outlook and empathy, but should such 

dispositions be prescribed at all? If citizenship education was defined in terms of 

social justice, would that mean that it should be understood in the context of 

reasonable pluralism (Rawls, 2005) where each person has their own idea of the 

good life and the task is to develop an overlapping consensus (Bull, 2009)? Should it 

adopt a more radical position that seeks to fundamentally question the 

relationship between politics and education (Suissa, 2014)? Approaches to 

citizenship education reflect a series of deliberate choices made in both policy and 

practice. Policy choices are made across Europe regarding the curricular content, 

objectives, organisation and assessment of citizenship education (De Coster et al., 

2017). Existing cross-country comparative studies suggest that citizenship 

education goes beyond ‘foundational skills’ and recognises the need for a focus on 

social justice (Schulz et al., 2016). In practice however, it seems that it is teachers 
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who ultimately determine the ‘kind of citizen’ explored and embodied by students 

(Westheimer and Kahne, 2004). 

2.3.1. Citizenship and Social justice: pedagogical and curricular connections 

In this section I introduce the concept of a pedagogy of social justice, which I 

present within an understanding of education as a process of emancipation. To do 

this I will borrow from existing theoretical and philosophical work on the concepts 

and practices of pedagogy, social justice, citizenship learning and emancipatory 

education. This section seeks to build on the theories and philosophies of Biesta, 

Fraser, Giroux and Freire in particular. As such it represents part of the developing 

theoretical framework for this thesis and the concept of a socially just citizenry. 

Addressing the main theories used to construct the argument, my next move is 

both to critique and connect these theories, identifying potential ways forward for 

future philosophical and theoretical exposition during my PhD, in addition to 

informing empirical research and pedagogical practice. I argue in favour of a 

philosophical reconstructing of social justice that moves from the Rawlsian origins 

of justice as fairness (Rawls, 1971) towards the conceptual possibility of justice as 

freedom, with pedagogy of social justice understood as the practice of 

emancipatory education and the resistance of injustice. This serves to connect and 

build on literatures of emancipatory education, education for social justice, 

political and educational philosophies. I conclude that this trajectory of argument 

has implications for pedagogical practices, particularly in relation to citizenship 

education, and is therefore worthy of further exploration and research.  

Previous authors have demonstrated that the intellectual pursuit of social justice 

cannot be separated from humanistic considerations such as emotions, values and 

dispositions. Social justice in education cannot be separated from the civic 

identities of children and young people (Biesta, Lawy and Kelly, 2009); the ways in 

which childhood and youth identities are constructed in practice and policy 

(Brooks, 2013; Tyler, 2013; Davis et al., 2014; Farrugia, 2018); the problem of 

agency when considering the wider context of social structures (Archer, 2002; 

Coffey and Farrugia, 2014); the role of emotions such as compassion and empathy 

in social justice (Solomon, 1989; Nussbaum, 2001; Bracher, 2006; Cropanzano, 
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Stein and Nadisic, 2011; Wagaman, 2011; Kuby, 2013; Brewis, 2017) and in political 

engagement (Jenkins, 2018; Flinders, 2020).  

Advocates of critical pedagogy see the challenge as developing a range of critical 

literacies that counter the hegemony of a free and apolitical market and the forces 

that are replicated in education (Giroux, 2004). The Foucauldian concept of 

governmentality (the range of techniques that the state uses to exert political 

control over citizens) establishes that individuals can engage in social change 

projects and acts of refusal, informed by sense-making practices in education such 

as critical reflection, developing a common vision of equity and engaging in 

transformative dialogue (Ward et al., 2015). More attention should be paid 

however to the dispositional make-up of such commitments and to problematise 

the capacities and agency of individuals to effect social change. 

Westheimer and Kahne (2004) provide a useful framework. They describe three 

different citizen typologies that schools in the USA typically try to produce: 

citizens who are i) personally responsible, ii) participatory, and iii) justice-

oriented. The authors illustrate these by theorising how each citizen might respond 

to a humanitarian crisis that involves victims experiencing hunger: 

…if participatory citizens are organizing the food drive and personally 
responsible citizens are donating food, justice-oriented citizens are asking 
why people are hungry and acting on what they discover (2004: 4). 

The authors argue that when schools promote personally responsible citizenship, 

they emphasise service; volunteering; and a good deeds approach to social action. 

Participatory citizenship implies more community involvement, organising and 

participation in civic life. Justice-oriented citizens, however, are encouraged to 

engage in critical analysis of the social structures that might give rise to injustice. 

Within the category of justice-oriented citizenship, student inquiries included the 

impact of poverty and how it might result in violence, with an exploration of how 

to effect change. The authors find that personally responsible citizenship, typified 

by a character education approach, is the most common approach pursued by 

schools, while justice-oriented citizenship is arguably the most pressing and yet 

receives the least attention (Westheimer and Kahne, 2004). 
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Another approach is identified by Smyth (2004), who outlines the idea of a ‘socially 

just school’. They are schools that: 

• articulate their purposes 

• advance a concern for social injustice 

• continually (re)focus around learning 

• pursue a culture of innovation 

• enact democratic forms of practice 

• are community minded 

• display educative forms of leadership; and 

• engage in critical literacies (p. 19) 

Smyth notes that this is not an easy fix: he finds that progress in schools that use 

this approach can be hampered by two related factors. The first is when schools 

are operating within a neoliberal policy arena, which itself is a direct cause of 

social injustice and can undermine the efforts of schools. The second is when 

teachers and school leaders have a limited understanding of what social justice 

involves, despite their commitment to the rhetoric of social justice, thereby 

limiting their abilities to enact approaches that could help to achieve it. 

Regarding the latter, Smyth’s concern is when teachers are compelled, often by 

policy makers, to adopt an understanding of social justice that locates the deficit 

in pupils themselves rather than in policy or the education system. His research 

suggests that this can result in teachers focusing on approaches that aim to 

compensate for the perceived cultural or psychological deficits of disadvantaged 

children and young people. The aim of such interventions is to increase the 

abilities of children and young people to decode the system and become successful 

consumers and entrepreneurs of schooling, thereby allowing them access to the 

kind of relationships and social capital that are needed for success – something 

that their more privileged peers tend to be able to do without much effort. In 

other words, achieving equity and social justice is understood in terms of fixing 

the kids and not fixing the system. In such cases, school curricula tend to be 

designed around the needs of the education system rather than the needs and 

rights of children and young people. 

This could suggest, then, that justice-oriented citizens and socially just schools 

may be best understood as part of the extended concept of a socially just 

citizenry, in which prevailing social structures can be problematised and 
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challenged while also increasing the capacity of children, young people and 

educators to act as political, justice-oriented agents of change. Additionally, this 

approach can build on existing analyses that generate ethical, justice-oriented 

assessment of policy and its implementation in practice (Prunty, 1985; Bull, 2009; 

Lingard and Keddie, 2013; Mortimer, McKeown and Singh, 2018; Mowat, 2019) 

while filling a gap in this literature by bringing a dispositional focus to this work.     

2.3.2 (Re)interpreting Fraser through an educational lens 

I begin this section by considering social justice pedagogies as part of the process 

of emancipatory education: education that seeks to liberate. The themes of 

emancipatory education and education for social justice continue to be a subject 

of academic debate (Biesta, 2010; Francis, Mills and Lupton, 2017). My first move 

in this section is to explain how my thinking in relation to social justice education 

has been informed by the political philosophy of Fraser. Below I consider how the 

theorisation of ‘productive pedagogies’ (Lingard and Keddie, 2013) is influenced by 

her work, before arguing how a philosophical understanding of emancipatory 

education could contribute to these endeavours.  

Fraser’s tripartite model, developed over some years alongside responses to her 

critics, is based around the principles of redistribution, recognition and 

representation (Keddie, 2012). Specifically, Fraser’s theory refers to the 

redistribution of economic resources, recognition of culture and political 

representation achieved through parity of participation. Fraser’s theory seeks to 

overcome the problems posed by identity politics that tend to simplify identity 

groups, confining them to the ‘cultural’ realm, recommending instead that a 

politics of difference is adopted alongside concerns for redistribution that 

recognise the need to address social inequalities along the lines of ‘race’, gender 

and other socio-political constructs.  

Lingard and Keddie (2013) use Fraser’s model in their empirical analysis of 

productive pedagogies within a group of 24 Australian schools, that is, pedagogies 

that contribute towards the production of a better world and equitable outcomes 

for marginalised students. They argue that the critical pedagogy literature tends to 

be either too abstract or too reductive, and that the purpose of their intervention 
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is to develop a hybrid approach that brings ‘an empirically based pragmatism’ to 

the political aspirations of critical pedagogies (p. 433).  

As I show below, I find that this desire to be pragmatic risks obscuring the radical 

purposes of Fraser’s work. I argue that this approach to pedagogy can be enhanced 

by bringing other philosophical and political concepts into the frame, specifically 

one that combines active citizenship, social justice and emancipatory education, 

thus moving towards a pedagogy of social justice. This is not a straightforward 

theoretical fit, however; rather it demands considered philosophical and 

theoretical reconstruction. 

Whereas Fraser builds her view of social justice from the starting point of 

critiquing the work of Rawls (Pia Lara and Fine in Lovell, 2007), I look to Freire, 

who positions education, pedagogy and social justice as emancipatory acts (Freire, 

2000). In contrast to the distributive lens of justice as fairness, my reading of the 

literature has led me to explore the philosophical and theoretical possibility of 

justice as resistance and ultimately freedom from oppression. 

In Freirean critical pedagogy, oppression is understood as alienation and 

dehumanisation (Biesta, 2017: 56). Fraser appears to share this concern with Freire 

as she sees the problems of (mis)recognition as status subordination, with the 

solutions to this being recognition of culture and the equal representation of 

marginalised groups (Keddie, 2012). However, this reading of Fraser’s theory does 

not appear to take account of the limited kinds of citizenship that citizens have 

access to within a system of representative democracy, with participatory and 

deliberative democracy arguably offering more opportunity for active and engaged 

citizenship (Escobar, 2017). Taking citizenship and democratisation to a deeper 

level would involve processes of representation, participation and deliberation.  

This was recognised by Fraser, as she sought to reconstruct Habermasian 

deliberation in relation to justice, where parity of participation and the equal 

moral worth of all human beings is a prerequisite (Pia Lara and Fine in Lovell, 

2007). However, the radical nature of Fraser’s philosophy appears to be somewhat 

neglected in the educational iteration as understood by Keddie (2012) and Lingard 

and Keddie (2013). It is not that the interpretation is entirely wrong, but that it 

dilutes the radical form of democracy that Fraser is advocating for.  
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This is particularly evident, I argue, in the treatment given to citizenship in this 

work, where the purpose of productive pedagogy is understood as  

support[ing] students to respect and value difference and diversity and to 
develop a sense of active, critical and responsible citizenship – a belief in 
their capacities to change the world for the better (p. 429)  

While this view of citizenship is admirable, it runs the risk of adopting a deficit 

understanding of students, characterising them as citizens in the making who do 

not yet possess the knowledge or capacity to represent themselves or participate 

in democratic decision-making. This is contrary to the evidence that children 

develop such capacities and strengths at an early age, demonstrating that these 

strengths should be respected by adults and professionals working with children 

(Davis et al., 2014). It also suggests a ‘banking’ role on the part of the educator, 

who presumably knows how students develop such capacities and can simply 

deposit them within the students using productive pedagogy (Freire, 2000).  

Lingard and Keddie (2013) argue in favour of pedagogies that enable marginalised 

to access the ‘cultural capital of the dominant’ and for the respect of ‘non-

dominant cultural knowledges’ (p. 429). The authors appear to assume that the 

dominant orthodoxy will remain in place. However, I argue that this is antithetical 

to Fraser’s theory of justice as she is advocating for radical transformation, and to 

the emancipatory vision of social justice education.  

The construct of productive pedagogies suggests firstly that education is merely a 

function of society that is required to fit within society’s hierarchical structures, 

and secondly that domination will continue unchallenged, thereby revealing a 

fundamental assumption of inequality (Biesta, 2010, 2014). Lingard and Keddie 

accept that social arrangements need to change to achieve social justice in 

education, but they stop short of replicating Fraser’s desire for radical change in 

their construction of productive pedagogies. I find that Fraser’s vision is more 

aptly captured by critical pedagogues such as Giroux (2018), who advocates that 

the purpose of education and pedagogy is informed by a ‘sense of alternatives by 

combining the languages of critique and possibility’ (p. 222).  

If we are to take up the challenge of creating pedagogies that can change the 

world, as Lingard and Keddie seek to do, then surely part of that approach should 
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recognise the possibility of such changes taking place, and that education can play 

an active part in that change. In this thesis, I am exploring the possibility that the 

role of education in this regard is best understood as the reproduction of a socially 

just citizenry. In the next section, I turn to this proposal, giving consideration to 

its location in the field of philosophy of education.  

2.4 Social Justice Education as Resistance 

The philosophy of social justice education is, in one sense, a crowded space that 

many scholars have already addressed. However, if we were to define social 

justice as resisting injustice, I argue that we have only just begun to contemplate 

what this would entail. Educational philosophy and theory have been too focused 

on what social justice might mean – and this is especially true of ideal theory – and 

not focused enough on the practicalities and politics of resisting injustice. This 

lack of clarity leaves it vulnerable to tokenism or simply being ignored in policy 

and practice (Francis, Mills and Lupton, 2017). In framing justice in relation to 

resistance against injustice, therefore, I am attempting to realise a practical 

conceptualisation that is rooted in social action. 

Author and activist Phillips (2020) argues that debates about economic inequality 

have essentially been won. It has been admitted by most governments and the 

United Nations that inequalities harm all of us, and that the pursuit of economic 

growth does not quell inequality. Political goals aimed at tackling inequality, 

however, ring hollow in the absence of real social transformation. Inequalities 

appear to be worsening, exacerbated by the contexts of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the climate crisis and systemic racism. Phillips’ claim is that winning the debate is 

not enough: now the job is to win the fight.  

This is representative of a broader narrative; one in which social justice is 

increasingly understood, not as an ideal future end, but the struggle – or the fight 

as Phillips would have it – of resisting injustice in the here and now. This 

understanding comes into sharp focus due to the emergence and prominence of 

social movements such as Black Lives Matter, the Youth Strike for Climate, 

Extinction Rebellion, Wretched of the Earth (a coalition of climate justice groups 

led by BBIPOC), the Occupy movement, and campaigns against gender-based 

discrimination and violence.  
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However, it has also been observed that even the fight itself is under threat. 

Commentators in the UK argue that the public’s right to protest and demonstration 

is threatened by the Policing, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill (Clements, 2021). 

It is claimed that the prospect of being jailed for up to 10 years for causing noise 

and disruption, even acting on your own or being in the vicinity of a 

demonstration, is made possible with this bill.  

The philosophy of education I am advocating for throughout this thesis involves 

being vigilant of attempts to stifle non-violent demonstration and dissent, taking 

the opportunity to critique these developments in schools and classrooms, and 

actively engaging in the struggle against them. I am suggesting that schools can 

and should be a site for the resistance of social injustice. Additionally, I am 

suggesting that schools should provide opportunities to understand and critique the 

nature of capitalist society, to ensure that a full understanding of injustice can be 

developed and acted upon. 

In so doing, I am seeking to join previous authors in the field of philosophy of 

education who have made moves in such directions. Suissa (2014, 2019), for 

example, has argued that philosophers of education concerned with issues of social 

justice have tended to work within the confines and assumptions of the capitalist 

state. Cho (2010) similarly argues that the field of critical pedagogy rarely tackles 

the issue of the political struggle against capital, focusing instead on classroom 

pedagogies and cultural issues. Whereas Suissa’s intervention is to encourage 

willingness to question the value of ‘state schooling’ and to draw on an anarchist 

perspective in that discussion. I intend to ask about the role of schooling in an 

anti-capitalist project.  

Another concern raised by Suissa (2019) is that citizenship education may not be 

best placed to fulfil such an agenda, arguing instead that an alternative form of 

political education is required. However, I find that this argument relies on an 

attenuated construct of citizenship education and citizenship itself: there is no 

reason why citizenship education cannot be a form of political education. On this 

point, I find agreement with the argument provided by Hodgson (2016), that the 

nature of citizenship itself has altered in such a way that it requires a broader 

analysis: 
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…not in terms of a top‐down relationship between the state and individuals 
but rather in terms of power relations and the production of a particular 
type of power in the interrelationship between actions. (p. 5) 

Both Suissa and Hodgson are rightly concerned with the prevailing 

conceptualisation of citizenship as apolitical and individualistic in nature. I assuage 

such concerns by building a broad understanding of citizenship that moves beyond 

citizenship as status to include citizenship as praxis and ultimately the production 

of a form of citizenry that transcends national boundaries and other statist 

assumptions (discussed further in Chapter 5). 

This work is also informed by the work of Allen (2018), who points to the alarmist 

contradictions in claims that position education as both the source and solution of 

all social ills, or the unwavering belief that education is the key to developing a 

new form of social relations. I make no such claims here, rather, I am confining the 

role of education to the production of a citizenry that is capable of resisting 

injustice. I do not claim that education can itself change society – instead, I 

recognise that the capitalist society with which the education system is 

intertwined is the main causal factor of the injustices that social justice educators 

would seek to address. 

This leads me to the question of whether there are specific examples of citizens 

working together to challenge injustice through education. Can such examples 

could be drawn upon to illustrate the reproduction of a socially just citizenry? 

There are a number of potential cases to be considered. Below I identify examples, 

drawn from different parts of the world and periods of history. Some examples 

refer to alternative education provision that were created to resist the status quo, 

while others are examples of children and young people in state-run schools who 

have resisted injustice, whether supported by the schools or not. 

Examples of alternative education provision that were created to resist racial 

injustices in the U.S., in support of the civil rights movement, include the Black 

Panther’s Free Breakfast Programme. Set up by the Black Panther Party, this 

programme provided food and informal educational where children learned about 

Black and revisionist histories to counter the silencing of these perspectives in 

mainstream curricula (Potorti, 2017). This programme was preceded by the 

Highlander Folk School in Tennessee, which was originally established to educate 
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labour activists, and later civil rights leaders including Martin Luther King, Rosa 

Parks and Ella Baker (Slate, 2022). Another example from the civil rights 

movement is Mississippi Freedom Schools: a political network of schools that 

educated Black youth in preparation for political engagement and activism against 

segregationist policies (Hale, 2016). 

In the Global South, Zapatista Autonomous Education, which underpinned many of 

the practices and knowledge generated within Zapatista communities focused on 

creating an alternative to the model of Western development (Maldonado-

Villalpando et al., 2022). In relation to the education of Palestinians in Israel by 

Arab teachers: the focus is on resisting discrimination, generating a counter-

hegemonic knowledge base, and strengthening cultural identities (Agbaria and 

Pinson, 2019). Additionally, Bagele Chilisa & Gabo Ntseane (2010) have 

documented how women and girls in Botswana resisted patriarchal oppression. The 

authors reflect on the role of activist researchers who draw on social justice 

methodologies and the foregrounding of indigenous knowledge. 

In Europe, Hedge Schools in Ireland were a largely underground network of schools 

operating during the time of the Penal Laws (McManus, 2006; Lyons, 2016). In 

England, Ball has documented the resistance of educators in their struggles against 

neoliberal characteristics of education such as performativity and marketisation 

(Ball, 2003, 2016b, 2017; Ball and Olmedo, 2013). Other examples can be found in 

Post-Communist former Eastern Bloc countries, where educators embraced what 

Popović and colleagues (2018) refer to as public pedagogical principles, to resist 

the authoritarian regime in power. 

While the examples cited above are context specific, they demonstrate that 

injustice can and is being resisted through education, whether through the 

creation of alternative education settings or within the state-run school system. In 

what follows, I seek to locate such efforts within a political philosophy of social 

justice education.       

2.5 Conclusion: A Real-World Political Philosophy of Social Justice Education   

Real-world political philosophy starts ‘from problems with the actual world rather 

than a depiction of an ideal world’ (Wolff, 2015a: 5). Wolff goes on to explain that 

real-world political philosophy starts from the position that features of the existing 
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world are inherently problematic. The primary task is to focus on the people most 

affected and the unjust hierarchical social arrangements that are reproduced by 

those problems (Wolff, 2019). 

This position is consistent with that of Fraser, who argues that the people at the 

bottom of this social hierarchy are those who are victims of racial and imperial 

oppression. As such they are not only exploited but expropriated; ‘constituted as 

unfree, dependent beings who are stripped of political protection and rendered 

defenceless’ (Fraser and Jaeggi, 2023: 49).  

The use of Fraser’s theory by Lingard and Keddie may well lack the kind of 

ambition that Fraser herself would prefer to see in the realisation of social justice, 

as discussed above. The suggestion in this work and elsewhere in education 

literature appears to be that if knowledgeable educators engage in technical 

pedagogies in schools, and knowledgeable policy makers concurrently engage in 

technical fixes to remedy social inequalities, the social world will improve as a 

result (Mowat, 2018). However, this runs the risk of leaving unanswered the 

questions discussed above about leaving the capitalist state free of critique and 

the contested nature of citizenship – these are the key concerns of Fraser that 

constitute what she describes as the ‘back-story’ of capitalism and social 

reproduction (Fraser and Jaeggi, 2023).  

This investigation has led me to conclude that a pedagogy of social justice can be 

seen as part of the project of creating a socially just citizenry in which there is 

space for justice-oriented values, emotions and meanings to emerge: a relational 

and political process that takes place within the citizenry. To use Biesta’s 

terminology: a socially just citizenry is one where citizens are exposed to calls for 

action, for their uniqueness to emerge in the process, with an invitation to others 

to respond to the ‘new beginnings’ created during these exchanges (Biesta, 2014).  

My reading of the philosophical works cited here leads me to consider that the 

utilisation of Fraser’s work in educational research should embrace the radical 

nature of her critique of capitalism and in particular, her shift from commodity 

production to social reproduction (Fraser and Jaeggi, 2023), discussed further in 

Chapter 3. I am utilising her work as point of departure towards a philosophy of 

anti-capitalist education, suggesting that this could be achieved by focusing on the 
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social reproduction of a citizenry that is committed to and capable of resisting the 

injustices brought about by the contemporary crisis of capitalism. This is what I 

refer to as a socially just citizenry. In Chapter 3, I seek to develop an 

understanding of the first dimension of injustice with which a socially just citizenry 

must contend: economic injustice.  
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Chapter 3 | Economic Injustice: Resisting Exploitation 

3.1 Economic Injustice and Redistribution 

Economic injustice is identified by Fraser as one of the key ‘axes of injustice’ that 

is entwined with and mutually supportive of the other axes of injustice she 

identifies: cultural injustice and political injustice (Fraser, 1995, 2005). As such, 

economic injustice cannot be considered entirely on its own; indeed, the main 

thrust of Fraser’s theory of justice seeks to challenge any dissociation between 

these forms of injustice. While she argues that economic, cultural and political 

axes of injustice can be usefully considered as conceptually distinct, she 

recognises that struggles against these forms of injustice depend on all three being 

simultaneously addressed.     

Economic injustice is located in an analysis of political economy. Examples of 

economic injustice or maldistribution, according to Fraser, are: exploitation, 

economic marginalisation and deprivation (Fraser, 1995). Economic injustice 

occurs when ‘people are impeded from full participation by economic structures 

that deny them the resources they need in order to interact with others as peers’ 

(Fraser, 2005: 73). Economic injustice corresponds to and is enabled by the class 

structure of society. 

Fraser argues that economic injustice is countered by measures of redistribution. 

Examples of redistribution she provides include ‘redistributing income, 

reorganising the division of labour, subjecting investment to democratic decision-

making or transforming other basic economic structures.’ (Fraser, 1995: 73) 

In this chapter, I identify and expand on some of the key economic concepts that 

are central to the theoretical development and questions addressed in this thesis. 

These concepts include social egalitarianism, neoliberalism, social hierarchy and 

capitalism. Following Fraser, I argue in favour of an expanded understanding of 

capitalism that includes, but goes beyond, the economic sphere.  

3.2 Social Egalitarianism 
My first move in this chapter is to address the question of whether tackling 

economic injustice and resisting exploitation is simply a matter of embracing 

egalitarianism. Following Fraser, I argue that much depends on whether the 

adopted view of exploitation is broad enough to include and move beyond the 
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economic parameters of injustice. What follows is a summary of the political 

philosophy of egalitarianism, focusing on social egalitarianism in particular, and 

the influence of Fraser in related debates. 

Egalitarianism is a contested political philosophy. Versions of egalitarianism tend 

to advocate for the equal distribution of wealth, opportunities, and resources in 

society, with the aim of promoting fairness and reducing inequality. When 

adhering to the principle of equality of opportunity, egalitarianism insists that all 

individuals should have equal access to education, healthcare, and social services, 

irrespective of their social, economic, or cultural background (Arneson, 2013). 

The philosophy of egalitarianism has been traditionally based around the principle 

of redistribution. Social egalitarianism, however, rests on the idea that all human 

beings possess inherent dignity, should be treated with respect and fairness and 

should therefore be able to relate to one another as equals. This branch of 

egalitarian thought recognizes the inherent worth of each individual, rejecting 

discrimination or prejudice based on race, gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic 

status. The purpose of social egalitarianism is perhaps best summarised by 

Anderson (1999) as ‘[the creation of] a community in which people stand in 

relations of equality to others’ (p. 289).  

Social egalitarianism is therefore presented as a moral requirement of social 

justice, where the focus is on rectifying historical injustices and ensuring that 

marginalized groups receive equitable treatment (Young, 1990). Anderson (1999) 

argues that this should be achieved via the institutional processes of ‘democratic 

equality’, in which ‘law-abiding citizens’ in democratic states have ‘effective 

access to the social conditions of their freedom at all times’ (p. 289).  

In more recent work, principles of social egalitarianism have been applied to 

specific contexts such as Western obligations towards refugees. Lim (2019) argues 

in favour of incorporating the concept of ‘complex equality’ into social 

relationships; establishing relationship boundaries and protecting against the 

possibility of unwarranted power over victims of injustice by those who are 

intending to support them (refugees and their private sponsors, in the case of 

Lim’s paper). This is a useful perspective for the purpose of tackling unjust power 
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relations, as discussed further in Chapter 3, and the problems caused by 

citizenship as status discussed in Chapter 6. 

It should be noted at this point that social egalitarianism is a target of critique 

from a Marxian perspective. Smith’s (2017) wide-ranging critique of the liberal left 

and ‘liberal egalitarianism’ in particular demonstrates that social egalitarians 

assume that market-based society and capitalism will remain intact; avoiding the 

key issue that capitalism creates the very conditions that egalitarians aim to 

tackle. Smith laments that social egalitarians stop short of embracing the idea of a 

socialist society with democratic public control of workplaces and investments and 

the ownership of production being assigned to local communities.   

Internal debates about the ‘currency’ of egalitarian justice have prevailed around 

the degree of emphasis between two ideas: the distribution of material things and 

the social relations between people (Anderson, 1999; Wolff, 2019). Fraser (1998, 

2005) refers to these aspects as redistribution and recognition. She insists that 

social justice should go beyond mere economic redistribution to address multiple 

dimensions of injustice.  

Recognition refers to the acknowledgment and validation of the identities, 

experiences, and contributions of marginalized groups in society. Fraser contends 

that many forms of injustice arise not only from economic disparities but also from 

the misrecognition and marginalization of social groups and statuses. For example, 

she highlights how struggles for recognition are essential for various marginalized 

groups, such as women, racial and ethnic minorities, LGBTQ+ individuals, and 

others who have historically been subjected to misrecognition and disrespect. 

Redistribution, on the other hand, is concerned with economic and material 

inequalities. Fraser recognizes that economic disparities are a crucial aspect of 

social inequality and must be addressed through measures of wealth redistribution 

to ensure equal access to resources and opportunities (Fraser, 1998, 2005). 

Fraser’s perspective on social egalitarianism could therefore be summarized as a 

call for a comprehensive approach that combines both recognition and 

redistribution to tackle the multifaceted nature of social injustice. She argues that 

a genuine pursuit of social justice requires addressing both economic disparities 

and the recognition of marginalized groups to achieve a just and equitable society. 
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In this way, her perspective is similar to social egalitarianism as advanced by 

Anderson (1999) and others. However, this would not effectively summarise 

Fraser’s broader view. She clearly situates her critique beyond social 

egalitarianism per se, particularly in her more recent work, in which she forcefully 

argues that capitalism itself needs to be dismantled in favour of a socialist 

movement (Fraser, 2022). This affirms that Fraser’s critique is one of radical 

transformation, thereby situating herself apart from the ‘liberal left’ and related 

critiques.   

This raises the question of what Fraser and others in this radical tradition consider 

to be the cause of the problem. In what follows, I construct an understanding of 

what Fraser and others recognise as one of the key ideological drivers of economic 

inequality and maldistribution: neoliberalism. 

3.3 Resisting Neoliberalism 

Neoliberalism, a dominant economic and political ideology that emerged in the 

late 20th century, advocates for free markets, deregulation, privatization, and 

individual responsibility. The development of neoliberal thought, however, has 

been traced by Hall (2011) to ‘classic’ liberal and political theory, rooted in the 

rise of consumer society in the eighteenth century and the earlier violent 

conquests of the British Empire.  

Despite its widespread influence on global policies and economies, there has been 

a growing resistance to neoliberalism in recent years (Fraser, 2013). 

Neoliberalism’s emphasis on free-market capitalism has led to the concentration of 

wealth among a privileged few, while marginalizing and impoverishing vast 

segments of society (Harvey, 2005). The erosion of welfare states and labour 

rights, coupled with the commodification of public services, have perpetuated 

social inequality and heightened economic disparities (Peck and Tickell, 2002; 

Hall, 2011). These adverse effects have sparked various forms of resistance 

worldwide, as individuals and communities seek to reclaim agency over their lives. 

In order to actively resist something, it seems important to be sure about what 

exactly is being resisted. It has been argued, for instance, that the word 

neoliberalism has been used with reference to four distinct phenomena: the 

dominant capitalist economic model; the intellectual project of market 
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fundamentalism; the policy of ‘disaster capitalism’; and a cultural regime 

concerned with the commodification of the self (Rodgers, 2018).  

The question becomes, then, if neoliberalism is a useful concept in the project of 

resistance articulated in this thesis. Hall (2011) argues that, while neoliberalism 

has many variants, it is worth naming something in order to resist it at a political 

level. Fraser’s understanding of neoliberalism is instructive in the endeavour of 

identifying precisely what should be resisted and why. She focuses on the ways in 

which this economic and political ideology exacerbates social inequalities and 

undermines democratic principles. Her analysis reveals how neoliberalism 

restructures society, transforming its institutions and norms, resulting in an 

asymmetrical distribution of power and resources (Fraser, 2013). 

Fraser’s critique centres on two key dimensions of neoliberalism: economic 

restructuring and cultural transformation. First, she highlights how neoliberal 

economic policies prioritize market mechanisms, deregulation, and privatization, 

ultimately concentrating wealth and resources in the hands of a few while pushing 

the burden of risk and insecurity onto the majority (Fraser, 2017). This process 

deepens existing inequalities, exacerbates poverty, and weakens social safety 

nets, disproportionately affecting marginalized communities. 

Second, Fraser emphasizes the cultural aspect of neoliberalism, arguing that it 

redefines the meaning and value of social goods and relationships. The neoliberal 

discourse often valorises individualism, self-reliance, and entrepreneurial 

qualities, sidelining the importance of collective responsibility and solidarity 

(Fraser, 2019b). This transformation impacts various domains, including family life, 

education, and citizenship, leading to the erosion of social cohesion and 

undermining democratic values. 

This perspective is elucidated further by Brown (2015), who argues that 

neoliberalism hollows out democracy by transforming it into a mere procedural 

form. While the formal structures of democratic governance may remain intact, 

the substance of democracy is eroded as market values infiltrate and shape every 

aspect of life. The dismantling of social safety nets and public institutions that 

provide support for vulnerable members of society places the burden of risk and 

insecurity on individuals, particularly those who are already disadvantaged. This 
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unequal distribution of risk, she argues, further marginalizes certain groups, 

perpetuating patterns of inequality and exclusion. 

Fraser’s critique highlights the ways in which neoliberalism relies on the 

exploitation of unpaid labour, particularly in the realm of care work, 

disproportionately performed by women. She identifies a ‘crisis of care’ wherein 

the market-driven logic devalues care and reproduces gendered inequalities  

(Fraser, 2013, 2016a). This not only perpetuates the undervaluation of care work 

but also exacerbates the burden on women, particularly those from marginalized 

communities. 

Furthermore, Fraser examines the contradictory relationship between 

neoliberalism and feminism. While some feminist movements have embraced 

neoliberal ideals of empowerment and individual agency, Fraser contends that 

such approaches often overlook the broader structural issues that perpetuate 

gender inequalities (Fraser, 2017). In doing so, neoliberal feminism risks 

depoliticizing the struggle for gender justice by focusing solely on individual 

empowerment rather than addressing systemic oppression. 

One of Fraser’s central arguments is that the rise of neoliberalism has contributed 

to the phenomenon she terms ‘progressive neoliberalism’ (Fraser, 2017; Fraser and 

Pettifor, 2018). Under this framework, certain progressive causes are co-opted and 

depoliticized, providing a veneer of social justice while failing to challenge the 

fundamental structures of inequality (Fraser, 2018). This form of neoliberal co-

optation undermines the possibility of genuine transformative change and 

maintains the status quo. 

In response to these issues, Fraser calls for a robust democratic socialism that 

addresses both economic and cultural dimensions. She argues for a reconfiguration 

of social relations, placing care and solidarity at the centre of political and 

economic life (Fraser, 2019b). This alternative vision seeks to redefine social 

goods, challenge market-driven logics, and prioritize social justice over profit 

maximization. 

Given that Fraser’s answer to the problems associated with neoliberalism are 

nothing less than a new form of society, it would seem inadequate to assert that 



65 
 

neoliberalism is the source of all the problems she identifies. Rather, as Smith 

(2017) points out: 

The critique of neoliberalism must be extended to a critique of the 
capitalism that counts neoliberalism as a ‘rational’ response to its present 
challenges (p. 259) 

Fraser’s analysis is situated within a broader critique of capitalism itself. In the 

next section, I begin to build this critique firstly by constructing Fraser’s 

understanding of class and status as key descriptors of social hierarchy resulting 

from exploitation in contemporary capitalism. 

3.4 Class, status and hierarchy 

Fraser makes clear that she assumes a Weberian conception of class and status 

(Fraser, 2013), so here I analyse this conceptualisation and the consequences of 

adopting it. The influence of Weber is immediately apparent, as Fraser’s 

dimensions of justice—redistribution (economic), recognition (cultural), and 

representation (political)—directly align with Weber's three-component theory of 

social stratification: ‘class, status, and party’ (Weber, 1978). These categories are 

created by the distribution of power in communities, with power defined as  

…the chance of a man or a number of men [sic] to realize their own will in a 
social action even against the resistance of others who are participating in 
the action’ (Weber, 1978: 926). 

Weber’s conceptualisation of class is broader than the Marxist dual model of 

capitalists and workers. Weber sees class status as a set of probabilities 

determined by people’s relationship to markets. These include: the level of control 

over goods and services (‘property class’); the ability to exploit these goods within 

the given economic order (‘acquisition class’, such as entrepreneurs); and life 

chances determined by market value of skills and other social factors (‘social 

class’, such as working classes, ‘lower middle’ classes, and ‘intelligentsia’) 

(Weber, 1972).  

While Weber’s theory of class is primarily economic, he highlights factors in 

addition to ownership of property and the means of production. He recognises that 

property ownership is the basic category of ‘class situation’, as it provides distinct 

advantages such as the ability to monopolise the purchase, sale and accumulation 

of goods, and to dominate socially advantageous positions in business and 
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education. However, Weber understands class as a fluid status, with only those 

who do not possess property or skilled labour forming a consistent class status. 

Rentiers and entrepreneurs can form part of the ‘propertied’ class, while the 

‘unpropertied’ class can include the intelligentsia and civil servants. This means 

that social or revolutionary action will not inevitably arise from shared class 

interests, inequality or class antagonism, and that solidarity can be expressed 

across different classes. Classes, therefore, are not communities but the bases for 

social action among people whose life chances are determined by economic 

interests and market conditions: for Weber, ‘class situation… is ultimately market 

situation’ (Weber, 1978: 928). 

Status is an important Weberian concept that is closely linked to - although 

distinct from – class. If class situation is mainly economic, then status situation is 

mainly social. Status emerges from the striving for social honour and prestige, 

which ‘pertains to all specific power structures and hence to all political 

structures’ (Weber, 1978: 911). Status, however, cannot be reduced to class, and 

economic power is not the only basis of social honour: while the ownership of 

property can be a symbol of status, it is not necessarily a prerequisite for a status 

group. Mobility between classes is possible through the acquisition of skills, 

particularly from the lower-middle class to the upper or privileged class. Social 

status, therefore, is not necessarily determined by class status or property 

ownership, although these factors can be influential. Weber argues this point using 

the case of ‘an officer, a civil servant, and a student’ whose class status ‘as 

determined by their income may be widely different while their social status 

remains the same, because they adhere to the same model of life in all relevant 

aspects as a result of their common education’ (Weber, 1972: 91). 

This underpinning of Weberian concepts is observed in Fraser’s theory of justice, 

particularly her insistence on the distinction between economic maldistribution 

and cultural misrecognition as two distinct categories that cannot be reduced to 

one another: ‘…misrecognition cannot be reduced to a secondary effect of 

maldistribution’ while maldistribution cannot ‘be reduced to an epiphenomenal 

expression of misrecognition’ (Fraser, 2013: 194). This explains Fraser’s reasoning 

as to why a multi-dimensional theory of justice is required. While she resists the 
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functionalist perspective of capitalist society as a monolithic system of interlocking 

oppressions (Fraser, 2008: 65); she argues that contemporary capitalist society 

requires both economic and cultural injustice, and that both forms of injustice 

have material effects (Fraser and Honneth, 2003). 

The question becomes, then, what is the critique of capitalism on which this thesis 

should rely? In the next section I address this question, in preparation for the 

concluding argument in this chapter in relation to the education of a socially just 

citizenry.  

3.5 Capitalism After Marx: Racialised, Gendered, Affective 

In this section, I will clarify the critique of capitalism on which I am relying in this 

work. Throughout the research and writing of this thesis, I have erred on the side 

of what may be best described, broadly speaking, as a critical neo-Marxist 

perspective on capitalism. However, I am reticent to strictly commit myself to any 

one theorist or -ism in these endeavours. Fraser’s influence here is apparent; in 

her work, she develops a theory of social justice that strives to reconcile Marxist, 

critical and post-structuralist theories (Blackmore, 2016). 

According to Fraser, capitalism is no mere ‘economic system simpliciter’ but an 

‘institutionalised social order’ that transcends economic, cultural and political 

classifications (Fraser, 2016b, 2019c). This is a distinction that speaks to an 

ongoing set of concerns with Marxism that sees it on the one hand as economically 

deterministic and on the other as Eurocentric. These are concerns that 

contemporary Marxists seek to assuage by reconsidering Marxism in light of its 

ability to fruitfully address issues of racism, postcolonialism and imperialism 

(Hudis, 2018; Callinicos, Kouvelakis and Pradella, 2020). 

Informed by these debates, I take the view that it is vital to distinguish between 

two distinct expressions of Marxism. These expressions include the work of Marx 

himself – which may indeed be open to the charge of being both economistic and 

Eurocentric in its assumptions – and the subsequent theorisations situated within 

the wider category of Marxism: a dynamic and iterative tradition which cannot be 

reduced to these criticisms or to any one person. It is the latter form of Marxism 

with which I am concerned here. Therefore, I do not engage in a debate about the 

personal motivations of Marx, except to acknowledge that Marxism has been 
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repurposed in ways that Marx himself may or may not have foreseen, and of which 

he may or may not have been supportive. This point is illustrated by Spivak (in 

Callinicos, Kouvelakis and Pradella, 2020) in her evocation of the possibility of 

‘Global Marxism’, in which she explains, firstly, that ‘Marx knew the nature of 

capital, even if he did not know our worldly modernity’ (p. 394), and, secondly, 

that ‘a global Marx must allow its tight focus upon the proletarian to waver into 

the classed, gendered, raced (non)citizen’ (p. 396).  

This perspective leads me to consider two issues that frame this thesis. The first, 

following Spivak, is that the primary unit of concern should be the citizen and not 

the worker. The implication of this approach for educational philosophy is a 

reassertion of the claim (which I support) that the role of education, first and 

foremost, is the education of citizens. This stands in contrast to an instrumental 

view of education which claims that the role of education is the production of 

workers who are economically viable, and whose surplus value equates to a profit 

for capitalists and a net saving for the welfare state.  

The second consideration relates to the nature of capitalism itself. The purpose of 

Marx’s writing was to challenge capitalism by revealing and overcoming its 

inherent hierarchical nature. However, it has been shown that he unconsciously 

reinforced many hierarchical boundaries along the lines of race and gender, in 

particular. His depictions of working class women and racialised minorities were 

consistently that of the alienated and objectified subject, and yet he failed to 

explicitly make the links between capitalism and patriarchy or racism (Leeb, 

2007). As a result, the unconsciously racialised, gendered and classed nature of 

capitalism has become a central component of post-Marxist thought (Callinicos, 

Kouvelakis and Pradella, 2020).  

These analyses have come into sharp focus in recent years as a result of the COVID-

19 pandemic. The pandemic provided further confirmation that disasters are not 

natural but socially produced, and that the context of ‘racialised disaster 

patriarchal capitalism’ results in women and racialised minorities being 

disproportionately affected by such calamities (Foster and Foster‐Palmer, 2023). 

Any perceived need to choose between racial, gendered and classed critiques of 

capitalism should be refuted in favour of a multi-dimensional understanding that 
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enables resistance on all fronts (Bohrer, 2019). However, it is necessary for my 

purposes here to identify a critique that speaks to the possibility of resistance 

against capitalism and the injustices it creates. It is here that I look towards racial 

capitalism to provide such a critique – particularly as it is enhanced by current 

dialectical debates with theories of intersectionality (as discussed in Chapter 5).    

3.5.2 Racial Capitalism      

Hall could hardly have put it more succinctly when he wrote: 

Race is the modality in which class is lived (Hall et al., 1978: 394) 

While I have come to agree with this perspective, which acknowledges both the 

universality of ‘race’ and the contingent realities of class, I suggest that it is 

incomplete insofar as gender should be considered as a modality in addition to 

‘race’. The task, as I see it, is to strengthen alliances across these social fault 

lines; or as Virdee (2019) puts it, to ‘wilfully entangle demands for economic 

justice with explicit anti-racist demands’ (p. 23). It would seem that Fraser, who 

has previously cautioned against the rise of identity politics as the negation of 

class (Fraser, 1997b - discussed further in Chapter 5), has joined Virdee and others 

in the explicit recognition of the mutual imbrication of racism and capitalism; and 

the role that racism continues to play in the reproduction of capitalist modernity 

by continuously reinventing itself (Fraser, 2018, 2019a; Virdee, 2019; Kundnani, 

2020). This leads me to the question: what is racial capitalism? 

Here I look to Robinson’s retelling of the history of capitalism in Black Marxism 

(Robinson, 2000), a text that brought the concept of racial capitalism to the fore. 

Robinson shows how slavery was fundamental to the expansion of global capitalism 

and how revolutionary consciousness emerged, not from the European working 

class, but from the prior resistance of Black slaves. Thus, Robinson allows that 

Black radical thinkers (he references du Bois, James and Wright) were inspired by 

Marx, but that they were ultimately frustrated Marxist thinkers. They were 

dissatisfied firstly by the failure of classical Marxism to account for racialism, and 

secondly by its suggestion that revolutionary consciousness developed in modernity 

within the European proletariat. Robinson shows, via revisionist histories, that the 

evolution of slavery began in Europe during the feudal era, during which time the 

racialised lines of division and hierarchy were secured long before global 
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capitalism emerged, and that it was Black rebellion and marronage6 in Africa, the 

Caribbean and the Americas in the 16th and 17th centuries which signalled the 

arrival of organised resistance emanating from class consciousness (Robinson, 

2000). 

Robinson seeks to examine the points of contention between Marxism and Black 

radicalism, arguing that the history of autonomous Black resistance is neglected by 

the former, while the latter offers a way forward in strengthening the 

contemporary struggles against exploitation and oppression. His historical starting 

point, pace Marx, is to recognise that feudalism is key to understanding the 

beginnings of racism and, in particular, the racialised origins of capital. This is in 

contradistinction to Marx, who saw the origins of capital and primitive 

accumulation in the forceful transformation via the colonial system from the 

feudal mode of production to the capitalist mode (Marx, 1976). For Robinson, 

capitalism has its origins in the conquests of the 15th century: it was…  

…less a catastrophic revolution (negation) of feudalist social orders than the 
extension of these social relations into the larger tapestry of the modern 
world’s political and economic relations. (Robinson, 2000: 10) 

Of particular relevance here is the role of slavery in the development of 

capitalism. Robinson argues, convincingly, that racism was deeply embedded in 

the fabric of capitalism from its inception, and it was slavery above all else that 

asserted this relationship as a form of agrarian production, which continued 

unabated into the twentieth century (Robinson, 2000). Indeed, in the preface to 

the 2000 edition, Kelley emphasises the parallels between Marx and Aristotle’s 

attitude towards slavery as an abhorrent but practical necessity for society to 

function. In the first volume of Capital, for instance, Marx refers to slavery in a 

metaphysical way, firstly to distinguish between what he sees as distinct historical 

periods of social development (feudalism and capitalism), and, secondly, to 

suggest that slave-labour and wage-labour are equivalent iterations of the social 

relations inherent in each system: 

What distinguishes the various economic formations of society – the 
distinction between for example a society based on slave-labour and a 
society based on wage-labour – is the form in which this surplus labour is in 

 
6 Marronage refers to the flight of slaves from plantations and the subsequent establishment of 
maroon communities 
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each case extorted from the immediate producer, the worker. (Marx, 1976: 
325) 

The starting-point of the development that gave rise both to the wage-
labourer and to the capitalist was the enslavement of the worker. The 
advance made consisted in a change in the form of this servitude, in the 
transformation of feudal exploitation into capitalist exploitation. (Marx, 
1976: 875, emphasis added) 

While Fraser is arguably more sympathetic to Marx than Robinson - asserting that 

Marx’s critique of capitalism is the most convincing available - she builds on his 

work to articulate the inherent racialisation of capital by introducing the concept 

of expropriation. This expands upon and clarifies the Marxian ‘exes’ of exchange 

and exploitation (Fraser, 2016b; Fraser and Jaeggi, 2023). She explains that 

expropriation (a brutal process of racialised dispossession - see Bhattacharyya, 

2018) is part of the ‘back-story’ of capitalism. During mercantile capitalism, the 

confiscation and expropriation of bodies, labour and land was the primary means 

of capital accumulation. This took place prior to the mass exploitation of factory 

workers in industrial capitalism, and it is this period of expropriation that 

cemented many of the social hierarchies that remain intact today. She draws 

economic and political distinctions between exploitation and expropriation. 

Exploitation is achieved via unequal exchanges created by labour contracts and is 

primarily exerted on rights-bearing ‘citizen-workers’; whereas expropriation is 

achieved via the brute confiscation of people and land and is primarily exerted on 

colonial subjects who are not afforded any rights or protection (Fraser and Jaeggi, 

2023).  

Authors in the field of educational research and philosophy of education have 

previously drawn attention to the need for a multifaceted critique that focusses on 

racial capitalism. Lipman (2015) engages with the complex relationship between 

capitalism and racial inequality within the educational system. In particular, she 

argues against an economic reductionist critique in favour of a multidimensional 

understanding as I am advocating here. She suggests centring the experiences of 

those in the Global South to gain a wider perspective on neoliberalism and 

globalisation while avoiding Eurocentrism. None of this is to suggest, however, that 

economic factors should be absented from explanations of educational inequality. 

Poverty remains a strong causal factor and predictor of educational outcomes – it 



72 
 

is the underlying structural arrangements that reproduce patterns of disadvantage 

along the social divisions of class, race and gender in particular that demand 

attention (Parsons, 2019). In this thesis, I consider that racial capitalism offers an 

analysis that reveals the complex web of economic, cultural, political, affective 

social arrangements, reproduced by regimes of power, which contribute to the 

social injustices being addressed here. In the next section, I consider the work 

possibility of stretching economistic explanations of injustice towards a broader 

form of social justice education that addresses the historicised development of 

capitalism and colonialism.  

3.5.3 ‘Stretching Marxism’ Towards Anti-Colonial Education 

Fanon (2004) describes decolonisation as an encounter between antagonistic forces 

borne of the colonial system. He argues that those who have been colonised have 

also been dehumanised – and that they become human through their own 

liberation. He insists that decolonisation is a violent event because the colonised 

world is itself a product of violence, exploitation and the establishment of 

authority. For Fanon, decolonisation is synonymous with destroying the colonial 

world. Resolution between colonisers and the colonised is not possible because the 

colonised are regarded as subhuman and absolute evil, the antithesis of Western 

values. Thus, colonisers and the colonised are different species, divided primarily 

by race, with the economic superstructure existing as both a cause and an effect 

of this division: 

You are rich because you are white, you are white because you are rich. 
(Fanon, 2004: 5) 

Here, Fanon pre-empts contemporary discourses of white privilege (Bhopal, 2018) 

and white supremacy (Leonardo, 2004). My interpretation is that white privilege 

does not refer to the presence of material luxury but the absence of racism in 

defining one’s existence. People who are racialised-as-white are protected by their 

whiteness; being white does not make our lives more difficult. This is in stark 

contrast to people who are ‘racialised-as-other’, whose lives are made precarious 

by their ‘race’.  

According to Fanon, the role played by education in the process of colonisation is 

to achieve submission and inhibition among the colonised. It is here that the role 
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of colonised intellectuals plays an important part. Colonisers seek contact with the 

colonised elites to engage in a dialogue on values, with the aim of convincing them 

that it is possible to live in peace, if not on completely equal terms. This, 

however, represents a betrayal that colonised people can see through: 

…the colonized can see right away if decolonization is taking place or not: 
The minimum demand is that the last become the first. (Fanon, 2004: 10) 

For Fanon, part of an authentic decolonisation involves colonised intellectuals 

returning to their people, realising that the dialogue in which they were engaged 

was a farce that had little to do with the real-life struggles of colonised people. It 

is here that the Fanonian colonised intellectual becomes the Gramscian organic 

intellectual (Gramsci, 1971). I understand this as a form of intellectualism that is 

dedicated to resisting the violent material conditions of oppression and the 

underlying values that reproduce those conditions. Fanon identifies individualism 

as the most significant of these values. This is most evident in his argument that 

the colonised intellectual effectively wishes to be assimilated into the colonial 

world: any impulses toward aggression against colonialism or liberation from it are 

redirected in pursuit of the colonised intellectual’s own individual interests. 

Meanwhile, the ‘peasantry’, which is for Fanon the only class capable of 

revolution, are convinced that the violence of colonialism can only be defeated by 

a greater level of retaliatory violence. 

Fanon turns his attention to capitalism, which he argues ‘objectively colludes with 

the forces of violence that erupt in colonial territories’ (2004: 27). Here, Fanon 

identifies two subtle forms of violence – intellectual and economic – that are 

employed by colonisers to dominate and exploit the colonised. He describes how 

colonisers purchase the support of colonised intellectuals to inflict intellectual 

violence, while reformist politicians inflict economic violence by means of 

pacification of the population. Revolutionary thinkers, treated as outcasts, are 

forced to disappear into the countryside. There they encounter the peasantry, who 

upon hearing what is happening, ask the revolutionary ‘when do we start’? (p. 29). 

Perhaps this is a question that many if not most students would eagerly ask if and 

when they were to encounter injustice – or if injustice was revealed to them in an 

educational setting. It has been shown, for instance, that children have a keen 
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sense of justice and can articulate sophisticated reasonings on social justice issues 

from early childhood (Davis et al., 2014). This is one of the reasons for my 

argument that education plays a key role in resisting injustice. If injustices are not 

explicitly discussed – or if they remain hidden under the guise of laudable language 

as discussed earlier in the context of neoliberalism and human rights – then they 

will not be resisted. 

   

3.6 Summary and Conclusions 

In Chapter 3 on economic injustice, I am attempting to address the first of Fraser's 

key axes of injustice that she recognises in her theory of social justice. I've argued 

in this chapter that Fraser's approach provides the philosophical tools needed to 

address economic injustices such as exploitation, economic marginalisation and 

deprivation: processes that are driven by the class structure of society. I have 

identified the key concepts to consider in the project of education of a socially 

just citizenry that I'm embarking on: I explore the concepts of social 

egalitarianism, neoliberalism, social hierarchy, and how those concepts are related 

to a broader understanding of capitalism.  

Fraser’s work takes us through various theoretical shifts, one of the most 

important being the shift from commodity production to social reproduction. I 

agree with the analysis that people are not only constituted as workers but as 

social beings. Fraser builds on Bourdieu's view of habitus alongside Foucault's view 

of power and subjectification to construct the idea of social reproduction. I 

conclude from this that capitalism is not just about the production of things and 

commodities: it also reproduces social relations.  

When social reproductive work is carried out in households and schools - as part of 

child raising and affective care - it maintains and creates social bonds. In that 

sense, Fraser argues, social reproduction forms what she describes as the 

background condition for capitalist production. This leads me to conclude that, 

while social justice educators should be concerned with economic injustice and 

material inequality, we should also be concerned with the question of how 

material inequality affects different groups of people. This involves understanding 
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how these inequalities develop according to social hierarchies, along the 

boundaries of race, class, and gender. 

In relation to the philosophy of egalitarianism, I explore the conceptual tensions 

that exist within that philosophy. Egalitarians insist that individuals should have 

equal access to education, healthcare and other services regardless of their 

background or circumstances. The philosophy of egalitarianism is principally based 

around the idea of redistribution. Social egalitarianism, however, introduces the 

idea that people themselves should be seen as equals. It is not only about the 

distribution of material goods: it is about how discrimination and prejudice - 

whether based on race, gender or class - intersects with the material distribution 

of wealth. In that sense, social egalitarians are concerned with the social 

arrangements that allow people to fully participate as peers and as economic 

equals. 

I find agreement with Fraser that economic injustice cannot be considered entirely 

on its own and that a purely economistic approach to social justice that only 

focuses on material and economic wealth should be avoided. Fraser builds on that 

perspective by distinguishing between the production of commodities and the 

process of social reproduction. I find this distinction to be particularly helpful in 

the task of developing an understanding of social justice that focuses on social 

relations and their entwinement with material inequalities.    

While Fraser is seen by Wolff as a philosopher seeking to resolve debates within 

social egalitarianism, I conclude that her analysis takes us beyond this, addressing 

fundamental questions about the nature of the social order institutionalised by 

capitalism itself. I find that the main critique levelled at social egalitarianism 

comes from a Marxian perspective, where social egalitarians assume that 

capitalism and market-based society are going to remain intact. They do not seek 

to fundamentally challenge the institutionalised social order. This is where Fraser 

departs from social egalitarianism: she levels her critique at capitalism itself. She 

is clear that we need to examine how different groups of people are affected in 

different ways, such as women, people from racial and ethnic minorities, and 

others have been subjected to discrimination of various kinds. The barriers to both 

the redistribution of material wealth and the recognition of cultural identities, she 
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argues, need to be considered together. Therefore, I find that Fraser’s critique 

goes beyond social egalitarianism and is located in a critique of wider society. The 

question then becomes, what is it about society that needs critiquing?  

Informed by Fraser, I conclude that the characteristics of contemporary capitalism 

should be the objects of critique. This means understanding and critiquing a 

particular phase of capitalism - free-market capitalism as opposed to mercantile 

capitalism. Fraser argues that mercantile capitalism was not based around the 

marketization of society: instead, it was rooted in colonialism. She joins other 

authors such as Hall in showing how the development of neoliberal thought 

emerged from imperialism and colonialism.  

Fraser's understanding of neoliberalism focuses on two key dimensions: economic 

restructuring and cultural transformation. She shows how neoliberal economic 

policies such as deregulation and privatisation are concentrating wealth among the 

wealthy. I observe that Fraser also discusses the cultural dimension, thereby 

showing how neoliberalism reshapes social relationships. This leads me to the view 

that neoliberal capitalist society encourages us to adopt the principle of 

individualism. It makes us believe that we are atomised individuals and that we 

need to have resilience and similar entrepreneurial qualities in order to be 

successful. This in turn leads to an erosion of social bonds and leaves people who 

are discriminated against in various ways less able to participate as peers in 

society. 

Fraser’s analysis extends to the ways that neoliberalism affects the exploitation of 

unpaid labour, particularly care work that is disproportionately performed by 

women, and therefore situates her critique of neoliberalism in relation to a crisis 

of care. However, Fraser is careful to acknowledge that this does not mean women 

should be focusing solely on individual empowerment, she argues that we need to 

address systemic oppression as well. This explains why she expands her critique of 

neoliberalism beyond those terms to a broader critique of capitalism itself.  

Informed by this perspective, I am suggesting that developing a critical view of 

capitalism as part of the process of social reproduction is an educational 

imperative. I am seeking to reinterpret social reproduction, taking it from the 

background condition that enables capitalist exploitation, towards the foreground 
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as a form of educational power. This involves encouraging children, young people, 

and educators to question the fundamentals of what is taking place within the 

capitalist social structure. It follows that social justice educators should seek to 

question narratives that suggest the purpose of education is simply to produce 

workers; or to prepare young people for the process of labour exchange and the 

relation of exploitation in that exchange. I am suggesting that embarking on this 

critical perspective means acknowledging the inequalities brought about by 

contemporary capitalist society and equipping young people with the skills, 

knowledge and opportunity to challenge and critique those conditions.   

However, it would be an unrealistic expectation for the education system to tackle 

capitalism and to materialise an alternative. Whereas Fraser’s solution to the crisis 

of neoliberal capitalism is to embrace democratic socialism, I stop short of arguing 

that it is a school’s job or an educator’s job to require children and young people 

to embrace socialism (or indeed any -ism). Instead, we need to provide the front 

and back story of capitalism and allow students to interrogate the social conditions 

that arise from that. The philosophy of education I am advocating for is one that 

enables students to come to their own conclusions as to what kind of social 

arrangements are required in the future to ensure a more equal, just and 

sustainable way of living: one that doesn't disproportionately disadvantage people 

in the Global South, women, people of colour, racialized minorities, disabled 

people and others who, in Fraser's terms, are unable to participate as peers in 

social life. 

I argue that this means tackling the issue of social hierarchy as part of this 

analysis, and Fraser is instructive on this issue. I discuss how Fraser bases her 

understanding of social hierarchy in Weberian terms of status and an expanded 

understanding of class. She explains how social status and economic class interact 

with one another, going beyond the dual Marxist model of capitalists and workers. 

I take from this that a critique of contemporary capitalism should refer to the 

relations between people and how life chances are determined in part by market-

based factors. I discuss the post-Marxist view that capitalism is simultaneously 

racialized, gendered and affective, arguing that this is the most effective way of 

understanding how social hierarchies are created and reproduced by capitalism. I 
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contend that this further demonstrates why a historicized critique of capitalism is 

necessary in education: social hierarchies developed alongside capitalism through 

colonialism, slavery, the brutal expropriation of bodies and land. As educators we 

should endeavour to show and how this has developed into the marketized 

commercial version of capitalism that we have today, and how a critique of 

capitalism can be employed to address issues of racism and imperialism that 

undergirds capitalist society.  

Building on these post Marxist perspectives, I argue that the primary unit of 

concern should be the citizen and not the worker. I contend that education should 

not be about producing workers, it should be about producing citizens. In 

particular, I argue that a key educational aim should be to produce a socially just 

citizenry that is capable of reproducing itself.  

My final move in this chapter is to discuss how the racialization of capitalism and 

the mutually reinforcing systemic oppressions of race and capitalism combine 

together to form social hierarchies. I discuss how Fraser also looks to racial 

capitalism, and in particular Black Marxism, which I interpret as an attempt to 

address the criticism that the Marxist critique of capitalism is fundamentally 

Eurocentric. Fraser's key intervention here is the introduction of the concept of 

expropriation. She shows that the labour of workers is exploited unequally within 

the process of labour exchange. However, there is also a process of expropriation -

brutal racialized dispossession – that provides the conditions that enable 

exploitation to take place. 

This leads me to consider the work of Fanon and the possibility of anti-colonial 

education. I discuss the role of education in the process of colonisation, which in 

Fanonian terms is about achieving submission and inhibition among the colonised. 

Fanon argues this is done by engaging colonised intellectuals to convince their 

people that they can live in peace in colonial conditions. I argue that there is a 

parallel process happening today: a process of social reproduction into the system 

of capitalism. I contend that the purpose of the education system as it stands is to 

prepare young people for capitalist society. This is a self-perpetuating system 

defined by the parameters of capitalism while simultaneously requiring young 

people to develop the individual resilience to overcome the social challenges that 
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capitalism itself creates. Following Fanon, I conclude that the education system 

should challenge the economic violence that is being perpetrated on the global 

population via the social order of capitalism. 

To conclude: an education of a socially just citizenry, within the domain of 

economic injustice, requires a critical understanding of the following: 

• Contemporary capitalism and its association with economic injustice 

• Economic injustices - such as exploitation, expropriation, deprivation - and how 

they impact the lived realities of educators and students 

• The role of education in the social reproduction of capitalist social relations 

and hierarchies 

The ends of justice therefore require a shift in the role of education – redirecting 

it away from the social reproduction of contemporary capitalism and towards the 

social reproduction of a socially just citizenry. Having set out the critique of 

capitalism relied upon in the thesis, my attention turns in the next chapter to the 

cultural domain of social justice.  
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Chapter 4 | Cultural Injustice: Resisting Discrimination 

4.1 Cultural Injustice and Recognition 

Cultural injustice is identified by Fraser as one of the key ‘axes of injustice’ that is 

entwined with and mutually supportive of the other axes of injustice she 

identifies: economic injustice and political injustice (Fraser, 1995, 2005). As such, 

cultural injustice cannot be considered entirely on its own; indeed, the main thrust 

of Fraser’s theory of justice seeks to challenge any dissociation between these 

forms of injustice. While she argues that economic, cultural and political axes of 

injustice can be usefully considered as conceptually distinct, she recognises that 

struggles against these forms of injustice, in reality, depend on all three being 

simultaneously addressed. 

According to Fraser (1995), cultural injustice is ‘rooted in social patterns of 

representation, interpretation and communication’ (p. 71). Examples of cultural 

injustice or misrecognition, according to Fraser, include cultural domination, 

nonrecognition, and disrespect. Cultural injustice occurs when people are denied 

parity of participation by ‘institutionalised hierarchies of cultural value that deny 

them the requisite standing’ (Fraser, 2005: 73). Cultural injustice corresponds to 

and is enabled by the status order of society. 

Fraser argues that cultural injustice is countered by measures of recognition. 

Examples of recognition she provides include  

upwardly revaluing disrespected identities and the cultural products of 
maligned groups… [and] recognising and positively valorising cultural 
diversity. More radically still, it could involve the wholesale transformation 
of societal patterns of representation, interpretation and communication in 
ways that would change everybody’s sense of self. (Fraser, 1995: 73, 
emphasis in original)   

 

4.2 Race, Class and Gender: Understanding the Intersections 

I begin this chapter by clarifying the understanding of key concepts that are used 

throughout this thesis – race, class and gender. Specifically, I set out to construct 

my understanding of the intersections between these concepts, particularly as 

they pertain to racial capitalism and to justice in the domain of the ‘politics of 

recognition’, as advocated by Fraser (1997). There are other forms of identities 
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and social signifiers, for example, age, nationality, ethnicity, sexuality, dis/ability 

and religion. In this thesis I focus on race, class and gender for two reasons 

identified by Yuval-Davis. Firstly, they are generally accepted to be the most 

dominant social divisions. Secondly, they relate to injustice in ways that are both 

experiential and constitutive (Yuval-Davis, 2006b). Fraser’s influence is apparent 

here, as the conceptualisation used situates race, class and gender beyond a 

strictly identarian framework, placing them in the broader analytic of political 

economy, power and status (Fraser, 1985, 1995).  

This approach joins existing scholarship, including that of Fraser’s critics, in the 

rejection of a binary distinction between culture and economy (Fraser, 1997a; 

Young, 1997). I focus instead on the interrelations between the social divisions of 

race, class and gender, and the ways in which these categories are ‘concomitantly 

material and symbolic/cultural dimensions’ (Anthias, 2014: 155). Indeed, I develop 

this argument further by proposing that these social divisions are fundamental to 

the conjunctural conceptualisation of justice pursued in this thesis. As such, they 

are co-constitutive across all of the dimensions of justice – economic, cultural, 

political and affective – and they operate and are reproduced across all forms of 

social power.   

In order to theorise how these social divisions relate to one another, firstly on the 

experiential level, I refer to Hall’s observation that race is a modality of 

experience through which class – and arguably gender – are lived (Hall et al., 

1978). At the constitutive level, I build on previous insights showing that race, 

gender and class are not only personal characteristics of identity but foundational 

phenomena in the creation of capitalism, and are therefore sites of struggle for 

justice (Collins, 2015; Dawson, 2016; Fraser, 2016b). This affirms that race, gender 

and class are best understood as social divisions, fundamentally intertwined in 

specific historicised contexts, while also ontologically distinct and not reducible to 

one another (Yuval-Davis, 2006b). This entwinement is elucidated in a number of 

ways. Firstly, the key insight of intersectional feminist scholarship shows that 

identities and discrimination are rarely experienced along one social division in 

isolation, but in relation to multiple and intersecting ‘different types of 

difference’ (Yuval-Davis, 2006b; see also Collins, 2015). Secondly, the 
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entwinement is observed by the imbrication of race and racism in the historical 

formation of class and working class struggles (Virdee, 2019); a point further 

emphasised by Shilliam’s observation of contemporary UK politics that racial 

signifiers are deployed to determine who is entitled to economic welfare and 

political recognition (or as Shilliam puts it, in a way that is deceptively simple: 

'class is race'. See Shilliam, 2018; Walker et al., 2018). 

Beginning with the concept of race, my understanding is shaped by the ‘race-

critical’ perspective advanced by Lentin (2020). Her argument is that while race is 

a social construct, an antiracist framework needs to move beyond this framing 

towards the dismantling of race itself. In this way, Lentin echoes the difference 

between the research paradigms of social constructivism and transformative 

research (Romm, 2015), as discussed in Chapter 1. In short, if the analysis simply 

stopped at the social construction of race, this would risk reifying racial 

hierarchies and their continued social reproduction. Dismantling race, however, is 

achieved by exposing how race is practiced and how it reproduces itself, in 

addition to revealing and critiquing its attachments to capitalism; the Eurocentric 

production of knowledge; and to other forms of discrimination such as those based 

on gender and class (Lentin, 2020). The influence of racial thinking across these 

domains often remains hidden, pointing towards the understanding of race as a 

‘floating signifier’ that renders itself invisible while simultaneously constructing 

and destroying the fabric of society (Hall, 1996; Goldberg, 2006).  

This perspective on race, and in particular its relation to capitalism, draws on 

Black Marxism (Robinson, 2000), placed in dialogue with historical materialism 

viewed over the longue durée (Heng, 2015; Virdee, 2019). Here I advance two 

claims that underpin what follows in relation to the intersecting constructions of 

race, class and gender. Firstly, race and processes of racialisation emanate from 

pre-modernity, at which stage race was focused largely on racialised religions and 

the racialisation of particular ethnic groups such as the Slavs and Irish Celts 

(Robinson, 2000; Heng, 2015). Secondly, processes of racialisation have since 

extended across economic, cultural and political domains, giving rise to the 

identification and study of racial capitalism, as discussed in Chapter 3. Dramatic 

changes to racialisation occurred with the coming of the maritime empires and 
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mercantile capitalism. Racial capitalism describes the process in which capitalism 

and racism developed concurrently from feudal times, thereby challenging the 

traditional Marxist view that capitalism was a revolutionary response to feudalism 

(Robinson, 2000; Virdee, 2019). The establishment of racial hierarchy in capitalism 

was enabled, in part, by the field of ‘racial science’ which originated during the 

Enlightenment and was later used to justify the slave trade (Curran, 2011). While 

racial science is now largely discredited, a narrative of genetic determinism and 

racial difference in molecular biology persists in scientific, political and public 

spheres (Carter, 2007; Saini, 2019). 

All of this is to underline the argument that the social division of racial difference, 

which has no real basis in science, could not exist without the existence of racism 

(Lentin, 2008) – an observation that can be similarly extended to essentialised 

differences based on gender and class, which could not exist without patriarchy 

and class exploitation. In other words, the social divisions of race, gender and class 

are both constructed and performative: they are based on scripts that are 

continually reproduced through a constellation of social practices (Butler, 2002). It 

is this performative reproduction of social divisions – enforced by processes of 

social stratification – that shapes the everyday social realities of those who are 

oppressed and discriminated against on the basis of those social divisions. 

The question then arises of how to resist these forms of discrimination and 

oppression, and how that resistance should be framed. In response to the framing 

of this resistance as identity politics, Fraser (2000) puts forward two objections: 

displacement and reification. She is concerned with the displacement of economic 

redistribution in favour of that the recognition of difference, and the tendency of 

the focus on identity to simplify and reify group identities. I address these issues in 

the next section. 

4.3 Racism, Whiteness and Education 

Recognising that there a variety of views in relation to the issues addressed in this 

section, I begin by stipulating a series of relevant definitions for the terms used, to 

help the reader to locate the argument being advanced. I recognise that there are 

other possible definitions and indeed other terms that may be deemed relevant to 

these discussions. Indeed, these are legitimate grounds of contestation even within 
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the antiracism literature itself. However, I have chosen to concentrate on the 

terms and definitions below in order to construct my argument in relation to 

whiteness, racism and education. A parallel purpose is to clarify the assumptions 

inherent in the definitions I am using. 

Figure 2  Racism and whiteness: definition of terms 

 

In this section I articulate an understanding of whiteness, which I consider to be a 

form of structural power and domination, underpinned by ‘a system of beliefs, 

practices, and assumptions that constantly centre the interests of White people, 

especially White elites’ (Gillborn, 2019: 97-98). I argue that addressing whiteness 

and structural racism is a fundamental part of any competent philosophy of social 

justice, and that these discriminatory systems have a significant bearing on 

education. I adopt an emancipatory antiracist position in relation to whiteness, 

Race – ‘race’ is not a biological category but a discursive and hierarchical 

system which ‘has “real” social, economic and political conditions of existence 

and “real” symbolic and material effects’ (Hall, 2002, cited by Solomos, 2014: 

1670). 

Racism – historically situated and racially-structured economic and sociological 

articulations of dominance (Hall, 1980); ‘a system of meaning, a way of 

organizing and meaningfully classifying the world’ (Hall, 2017b: 33)  

Whiteness – ‘…a system of beliefs, practices, and assumptions that constantly 

centre the interests of White people, especially White elites’ (Gillborn, 2019: 

97-98). 

White Fragility – ‘…a state in which even a minimum amount of racial stress 

becomes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves.’ (DiAngelo, 2011: 

54). 

White Privilege – whiteness and white identities operating in subtle and 

nuanced ways as a form of privilege in society that positions white identities as 

superior (Bhopal, 2018).    

White Supremacy – the processes (acts, decisions and policies), including 

pedagogical processes, that secure white racial domination and the privileges 

associated with it (Leonardo, 2004). 

Racial neoliberalism – an articulation of racism ‘that relates to the context of 

the contemporary political economy and the advancement of the neoliberal 

state’ (Kapoor, 2013: 1030). 
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whereby racism is understood not as a problem of ‘race’ but as a problem of 

whiteness driven by neoliberal capitalism. In support of Fraser’s view that there 

can be ‘no recognition without redistribution’, I attempt to develop an approach 

that connects ‘a cultural politics of identity and difference to a social politics of 

justice and equality’ (1997: 186). I eschew the views that antiracism, social justice 

and identity politics are aggressive expressions of victimhood as some 

neoconservative commentators claim. I join others in rejecting these views as part 

of a ‘right-wing diatribe’ that is blind to oppression7. I find that the educational 

task of addressing these issues involves resisting a ‘neutral’ stance on racism as 

this enables the structures of white supremacy to remain intact and beyond 

challenge. However, I caution against educators simply ‘taking sides’ in crude, 

polarising and divisive debates that ultimately reify inequalities, stifle productive 

dialogue while ultimately leaving power relations intact. I conclude instead that 

the role of education is to support a nuanced and pluralistic understanding of 

systemic racism, in which a socially just citizenry can overcome such structures 

through collaborative struggle and resistance. It is here that a critical philosophy 

of ‘race’ in education makes a timely and important contribution (Suissa and 

Chetty, 2018) – a body of work that I seek to contribute towards with this thesis.   

Of particular importance to my initial discussion of whiteness is Diangelo’s concept 

of white fragility (DiAngelo, 2011), as is Gillborn’s work highlighting the effects of 

whiteness and colour-blind ideology on debates in politics and education (Gillborn, 

2005, 2019). I begin this section by recapitulating the relationship between power 

and domination put forward by Arendt, before linking this to whiteness and 

systemic racism in the historical present. I then develop a critical view of 

antiracism, arguing that antiracism should be understood not only as opposition to 

racism but as a challenge to neoliberal capitalism that underlies structural racism. 

I argue that a necessary element of a socially just citizenry should relate to the 

practices of understanding, resisting and ultimately dismantling whiteness and 

racism as pervasive forms of social dominance.  

 
7 https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/sep/19/the-madness-of-crowds-review-gender-race-
identity-douglas-murray  

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/sep/19/the-madness-of-crowds-review-gender-race-identity-douglas-murray
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/sep/19/the-madness-of-crowds-review-gender-race-identity-douglas-murray
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4.3.1 Power and Violence 

Arendt, drawing on de Jouvenel, reminds us that power is ‘an instrument of rule’ 

and that rule ‘owes its existence to “the instinct of domination”’ (1969: 36). 

According to Arendt’s philosophy, the power relations of social justice can be 

understood rather simply as man’s instinctive propensity for domination, and its 

necessary collaborator, obedience. This relation, however, is rarely benign. While 

domination can be consensual, recognised in law by the citizenry who provide a 

democratic mandate for the exercise of such power, domination can become 

hostile and violent, particularly when the group being dominated refuse to 

acquiesce to authoritarianism. Indeed, violence occurs precisely when power is 

most at risk. As Arendt would have it: the eruption of violence is not an assertion 

of power, rather, it is a sign that power is lost. 

Power and violence are opposites; where the one rules absolutely, the other 
is absent. Violence appears when power is in jeopardy, but left to its own 
course it ends in power’s disappearance… Violence can destroy power; it is 
utterly incapable of creating it. (Arendt, 1969: 56) 

Arendt’s understanding of the relationship between power and violence is relevant 

to the discussion here as I consider racism to be a form of hegemonic dominance. 

Racism plays an important role in cultivating an ‘us and them’ mentality, in which 

the social violence of ‘austerity politics’ enables, for example, the promotion and 

democratic uptake of protectionist immigration, anti-migrant and anti-refugee 

policies; the erasure of social and economic inequalities experienced by women of 

colour; and institutionally produced hatred leading to resentment of welfare, free 

movement and increases in racist hate crimes (see Canning, Emejulu and Bassel, 

and Burnett in Cooper and Whyte, 2017). It is this social, economic, cultural and 

political context that must inform educational thought and responses if we are to 

produce a socially just citizenry that can meaningfully engage in processes of 

social justice, paying close attention to how such inequalities manifest themselves 

in the UK, US and elsewhere. I address the social violence of injustice in more 

detail in the next chapter. My next move here, however, is to focus on the 

understanding of whiteness and racism I am advancing.    
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4.3.2 Understanding Whiteness and Racism 

While Arendt describes some forms of domination such as bureaucracy as a power 

relation ‘in which no men…can be held responsible, and which could be properly 

called rule by Nobody’ (1969: 38), she also recognises that power ‘is never the 

property of an individual; it belongs to a group and remains in existence only so 

long as the group keeps together’ (p. 44). Arendt had recognised earlier that 

although ‘race’ and bureaucracy are ‘interrelated in many ways, they were 

discovered and developed independently’ (Arendt, 2017: 242). Resisting and 

dismantling whiteness, in one sense, involves holding a specific group of humans 

(white people) responsible for racial injustices. Whiteness rarely if ever refers only 

to individuals, however it could scarcely be described as a case of ‘rule by 

nobody’. Historical analysis demonstrates that white people have continually 

sought to dominate non-white groups, establishing relations of power that 

determine the makeup of society today (Andrews, 2022). While it may be tempting 

to refer to white people, white men especially, as the Arendtian ‘group that keeps 

together’, this would be an over-simplification. Whiteness does not refer to 

individual actions that are always perpetrated by white people. It refers, rather, 

to a broader racial discourse in which critiques of whiteness are ‘not an assault on 

white people per se’ but a recognition of ‘the socially constructed and constantly 

reinforced power of white identifications and interests’ (Gillborn, 2005: 488). 

A limited understanding of whiteness and racism, according to DiAngelo, 

contributes to what she terms white fragility. White fragility is defined as  

a state in which even a minimum amount of racial stress becomes 
intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves. These moves include the 
outward display of emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt, and behaviours 
such as argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress-inducing situation. 
These behaviours, in turn, function to reinstate white racial equilibrium’ 
(2011: 54).  

The argument is that a combination of ideological positions results in the 

perpetuation of racial injustices and the complicity of white people, which is often 

unintended and unrecognised, in that process. Gillborn (2019) similarly finds that 

any discussion of ‘race’ can be regarded as ‘racist against white people’, leading 

to claims that we should maintain a position of colour-blindness in relation to 

‘race’. The ideology and political promotion of colour-blindness, however, in its 
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attempt to simply ignore issues of ‘race’, inevitably results in the perpetuation of 

racism racial inequalities (Kapoor, 2013). If you cannot see ‘race’, by definition, 

you cannot see racism.  

I argue that gaining an understanding of the agential, structural, and ideological 

systems of whiteness and racism is a fundamental educational imperative that 

encompasses the practices of justice-oriented citizenship and the reproduction of 

a socially just citizenry. I expand on this point below but first it is important to 

elucidate some of the conceptual difficulties that may be encountered in 

pedagogical and curricular treatments of racism and whiteness.  

Whiteness should not be confused with a reductive understanding of racism as a 

purely individualist or moral construct. An individualist/moralist understanding of 

racism is particularly emotive and can result in the practice of ‘calling out’ racist 

attitudes or behaviours being perceived as akin to an accusation of evil wrongdoing 

or a failure of character, prompting the reactions of white fragility as described by 

DiAngelo (2011). This is not to say, of course, that racism is purely structural or 

that individuals cannot be racist. Clearly, discriminatory behaviour that harms, 

threatens, or disadvantages BBIPOC (Black, Brown and Indigenous People of Colour) 

should be described and challenged as racist acts. The point is that racism is not 

only about such behaviours, nor is it necessarily an issue of personal character. I 

find agreement here with Kendi (2019), whose position on antiracism holds that 

the proper usage of the term ‘racist’ is not a pejorative slur or a fixed identity, 

but a descriptive term that disarms claims of colour-blind racial neutrality: ‘What 

we say about race, what we do about race, in each moment, determines what – 

not who – we are.’ (p. 10). Similarly, DiAngelo encourages readers to move the 

limited understanding of racism described above towards a critique of systematic, 

structural and institutional relations of power: ‘racism is a structure, not an event’ 

(2018: 20)  

Equally, while I am careful not to limit the concepts of whiteness and racism to 

the personal actions, choices or the intentions of white people, I avoid claiming 

that whiteness or racism only refer to the most serious or violent examples from 

history such as the Holocaust or apartheid. Instead, I adopt an understanding of 
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white supremacy that does not ‘allude only to the self-conscious racism of white 

supremacist hate groups’ but refers to  

a political, economic, and cultural system in which whites overwhelmingly 
control power and material resources, conscious and unconscious ideas of 
white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of white 
dominance and non-white subordination are daily re-enacted across a broad 
array of institutions and social settings (Gillborn, 2005: 491, citing Ansley 
1997) 

Adopting an understanding of whiteness or racism that only recognises the most 

violent and extreme forms would have the perverse effect of positioning anything 

other than violently racist statements and actions as ‘not racist’. This is 

fundamentally at odds with the position of antiracism, which insists that ‘the 

opposite of “racist” isn’t “not racist.” It is “antiracist.”’ (Kendi, 2019: 9). 

Additionally, such a limited understanding would enable a situation where political 

decisions and actions that disadvantage non-white (or immigrant) groups are not 

discussed in terms of racism, but using more palatable economic or political 

frames of reference. Examples include the implementation of protectionist 

immigration policies in the US and UK; the failure to address the horrors of 

hundreds of people dying in the Mediterranean trying to reach Europe; and the 

Windrush deportations from the UK (Lentin, 2019). In the next section, I discuss 

how whiteness and racism manifest themselves in the historical present, briefly 

summarising the legacies of racism and white supremacy and their defining effects 

on contemporary living. 

4.3.3 Whiteness and Racism in the Historical Present  

DiAngelo (2018) explains that ‘race’, racism, whiteness and white supremacy are 

not based on biological realities or differences: they are social constructions, a 

system into which we are socialised. In the US, the concept of ‘race’ and 

subsequent claims of racial inferiority were invented to develop an economic 

justification for unequal treatment, the slave trade and to protect white racial 

advantage. The claim was that white populations would not survive economically if 

they did not dominate non-white populations who were, according to ‘race 

science’, biologically inferior. This resulted in the legalised racist exclusion of non-

white people, which initially included those not regarded as ‘fully white’. 

Examples are poor and working-class white people, Irish people, Italians, and 
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Polish people, who were not recognised in law as citizens. The absurdities of 

arbitrary racial classifications are demonstrated by the case of the Irish, once an 

oppressed ‘non-white race’, who later became part of the oppressing ‘white race’ 

in America. Irish labourers and entrepreneurs were assimilated into the American 

white working class, partly by their own choice in order to secure advantages such 

as citizenship rights and access to the job market, in a competitive society in 

which ‘race’ determined social position (Ignatiev, 2009). 

Similar exclusions and racist systems existed in England, described by Ball (2012) in 

his Foucauldian reading as the ‘History of Blood’. This is a history of educational 

policy that seeks to put ‘race’ and disability at its centre, recognising that urban 

educational policies play a defining role. Ball recounts this history in the context 

of England in 1841 as the ‘first urban society’ with the census of that year 

indicating that the majority of citizens were situated in urban settings for the first 

time8. The appearance of this new urban population, created as a result of 

migrations of various kinds and regarded by consequence as ‘strange, dangerous 

and uncivilised’ (p. 56), led to new social fears and methods of governance to 

address them, underpinned in the sciences by Darwinism and eugenics. Health, 

education and sanitation were regarded as policies that would contain any social 

and moral contagion from undesirables, while protecting the development of a 

population perceived as normal and natural, eliminating biological dangers that 

could adversely affect the strength of the species. The categories used to define 

what was normal and natural revolved around ‘able-bodiedness, masculinity, 

heterosexuality and whiteness’ (p. 62, emphasis added). Thus, whiteness and the 

treatment of immigrant populations in the UK was subsumed into a broader 

discourse that similarly affected the poor, disabled, otherwise ‘abnormal’ and 

‘degenerate’; a discourse which constituted what Foucault referred to as the ‘new 

racism’ (p. 63). This was reflected in a series of policies and legislation created 

between the Lunacy Act of 1845 and the 1970 Education (Handicapped Children) 

 
8 It should be noted, incidentally, that 1841 was also the year that Irish abolitionists drafted an 
‘Address from the People of Ireland to their Countrymen and Countrywomen in America’: a 
document signed by sixty thousand Irish people, supported by the ‘Liberator’ Daniel O’Connell, 
calling upon their compatriots in America to join in the struggle against slavery (Ignatiev, 2009). 
Like antiracism, which insists that there can be no neutrality or colour-blindness on the issue of 
racism, the address stated in relation to slavery that ‘All who are not for it must be against it. 
NONE CAN BE NEUTRAL….’ (p.13, capitalisation in original). 
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Act, that referred to certain children, women, poor or disabled people and 

immigrants as ‘lunatics, idiots, imbeciles, deficient, defective, feeble-minded, 

subnormal and handicapped’ (p. 66-67). 

The economic and social legacy emanating from the history of racism is still very 

much in the here and now in both US and UK. This is evidenced by the data 

showing stark racial inequalities in health (Nazroo, 2003; Zilanawala et al., 2015), 

educational outcomes (Gillborn and Mirza, 2000), pupil exclusions9, unemployment 

and earnings (Li and Heath, 2020), housing and wealth (Krivo and Kaufman, 2004), 

representation at senior levels in the public and private sectors10, 

overrepresentation of Black people and other minority ethnic groups in criminal 

conviction and imprisonment (Armenta, 2017; Phillips and Bowling, 2017); and 

other outcomes that demonstrate the pervasive inequalities between white people 

and non-white people (see Grusky, Varner and Mattingly 2017 for a recent 

overview of multiple domains of racial inequality in the US). 

It is vital to foreground any approach to social justice with an acknowledgement of 

the violent history of racism and its impact on contemporary relations of power. It 

is a fundamental issue to the extent that failing to address racism in the 

reproduction of a socially just citizenry, and exploring ways in which to address it, 

would be tantamount to perpetuating racist structures and systems. I realise, of 

course, that this perspective may not be welcomed ubiquitously – antiracist 

positions continue to face fierce opposition as attested by the authors cited in this 

section of the thesis. It is also important to voice my opposition to racism as, at 

the time of writing, the 2019 UK General Election has resulted in Boris Johnson 

being elected as Prime Minister with a significant majority, which is seen as an 

expression of the democratic will of the UK to ‘get Brexit done’11. My view on this 

is that, while Brexit clearly cannot be separated from racism (Virdee and 

 
9 In 2016/17, mixed ethnicity and black pupils had the highest rates of temporary exclusions and 
black Caribbean pupils were permanently excluded at nearly 3 times the rate of white British pupils 
in England. Source: https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/education-skills-and-
training/absence-and-exclusions/pupil-exclusions/latest  
10 According to the latest official UK figures: In 2017, 96.6% of school heads in England were white; 
in 2019, 92% of senior civil servants were white; and 5.4% of small and medium enterprise (SME) 
employers were led by a majority of people from an ethnic minority (excluding white minorities). 
Source: https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk 
11 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election-2019-50776671  

https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/education-skills-and-training/absence-and-exclusions/pupil-exclusions/latest
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/education-skills-and-training/absence-and-exclusions/pupil-exclusions/latest
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election-2019-50776671
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McGeever, 2018; Patel and Connelly, 2019), it would be foolish to adopt a ‘liberal 

elitist’ response that frames all Brexit voters as bigots and racists while ignoring 

underlying issues of social class and neoliberal policy making (Pitcher, 2019).  

Therefore, in the next section, I address the contested linkages between racism, 

antiracism and neoliberal capitalism, developing a critical view of antiracism and 

identifying steps forward for the practices of antiracist education.           

4.3.4 Antiracism, Social Class and Neoliberal Capitalism 

This section develops a critique of antiracism, which is itself a contested practice, 

concluding that antiracism should be constructed in a way that encapsulates all 

areas of social justice (economic, cultural, political and affective) to tackle both 

the causes and consequences of racism. I begin by developing a critique of white 

fragility – a central theme in contemporary antiracist practice – in response to the 

challenge of addressing such issues in educational settings.  

The existence and stubbornness of racism points towards a challenging educational 

task. How should we discuss such issues in educational settings such as classrooms 

and lecture halls, and in informal educational settings? Can (or should) citizenship 

education be mobilised in support of antiracist social movements? I view the task 

here as one of increasing levels of racial literacy while increasing our collective 

ability to discuss racism, in all its forms, in a reflective way that enables us to 

collaboratively oppose it. This does not mean, however, that concepts such as 

white fragility should be treated uncritically. I am generally supportive of this 

term: I support the political intentions of foregrounding discussion of racism as a 

problem of whiteness and the collective inability among white people to confront 

these issues. Additionally, I recognise that there is an educational role in 

developing a critical understanding of such terms and their usage. Criticisms that 

seek to entirely discredit the concept of white fragility are not helpful to my 

purposes here, especially as such perspectives tend to be found in conservative 

online magazines such as Quillette12 and the Federalist13. I reject these as 

 
12 See https://quillette.com/2018/08/24/the-problem-with-white-fragility-theory/. The author of 
this article, Jonathan Church, has written similar articles on white fragility for Areo Magazine e.g. 
https://areomagazine.com/2019/01/25/the-theory-of-white-fragility-scholarship-or-
proselytization/  
13 https://thefederalist.com/2019/06/18/white-fragility-inherently-racist-idea-retired-
immediately/  

https://quillette.com/2018/08/24/the-problem-with-white-fragility-theory/
https://areomagazine.com/2019/01/25/the-theory-of-white-fragility-scholarship-or-proselytization/
https://areomagazine.com/2019/01/25/the-theory-of-white-fragility-scholarship-or-proselytization/
https://thefederalist.com/2019/06/18/white-fragility-inherently-racist-idea-retired-immediately/
https://thefederalist.com/2019/06/18/white-fragility-inherently-racist-idea-retired-immediately/
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simplistic ad hominem commentaries that see white fragility as a case of ‘reverse 

racism’ and the oppression of white people. This denial of structural racism is an 

example of the very phenomenon that DiAngelo identifies, white fragility, and 

should not be taken seriously as an effective disavowal or as a useful objection 

that could enhance our understanding or associated educational endeavours.  

This task requires a more in-depth, nuanced and philosophically grounded 

treatment. This is where I return initially to Fraser’s theory of social justice and 

her distinction between deconstructive anti-essentialism and pluralist 

multiculturalism (Fraser 1997: 180-187). Writing around the turn of the 

millennium, Fraser claimed that the politics of recognition, represented by 

identity politics, not only failed to take cognisance of the politics of redistribution 

but risked overshadowing it entirely. I believe Fraser might see white fragility, 

which DiAngelo unapologetically locates in identity politics, as a continuation of 

this trend. It is less clear, however, whether Fraser would see white fragility as a 

theory of anti-essentialism or a theory of multiculturalism; two theories that 

Fraser sees as mirror images of one another that share some common problems.  

According to Fraser, anti-essentialism ‘cultivates a sceptical attitude toward 

identity and difference’ whereas multiculturalism ‘cultivates a positive view of 

group differences and group identities’ (p. 181). She claims that both perspectives 

neglect issues of democracy and political-economic distribution. Instead, both 

theories focus exclusively on cultural (mis)recognition: this is a mistake according 

to Fraser, as ‘cultural differences can be freely elaborated and democratically 

mediated only on the basis of social equality’ (p. 182). The deconstructive version 

of anti-essentialism is focused on exposing the processes in which identities are 

constructed and, by consequence, sees all social identities as an illegitimate form 

of exclusion. By contrast, the pluralist version of multiculturalism views 

differences as ‘intrinsically positive and inherently cultural’ (p. 185) where all 

identities are unconditionally celebrated. Neither perspective, according to Fraser, 

asks critical political questions such as: ‘Which identity claims are rooted in the 

defence of social relations of inequality and domination? And which are rooted in a 

challenge to such relations?’. Which claims work for or against democracy and 
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which differences ‘should a democratic society seek to foster, and which, on the 

contrary, should it aim to abolish?’ (p. 184). 

DiAngelo’s white fragility succeeds in some of Fraser’s tests but is less successful in 

others. It is clear that white fragility, for instance, seeks to connect cultural 

difference with social inequalities, at least to some extent, as DiAngelo’s purpose 

is to confront the inequalities created by structural racism. It does not, however, 

enable a full and comprehensive discussion of the politics of redistribution that 

goes beyond cultural remediations (although DiAngelo does defend reparations 

programmes, for instance, as a form of economic redistribution). The theory of 

white fragility views ‘race’, whiteness and ‘non-white’ identities as social 

constructions and not objective realities, a gain in Fraser’s view, while enabling us 

to make normative and critical judgements about identities (e.g. whiteness), 

highlighting the social inequalities therein. However, it arguably falls short in 

terms of enabling a radical democratic project that seeks to build alliances across 

a broad political spectrum of opinion. DiAngelo seeks to highlight white fragility to 

encourage self-reflection, perhaps, but she stops short of offering detailed 

pedagogical or educational approaches that could enable processes of dialogue, 

social justice and racial equality to emerge, particularly in spaces where these 

processes are contested. She does not address the possibility that naming white 

fragility may, in fact, reify and embolden the very attitudes and structures that 

she seeks to confront. This is where, I suggest, some educational work needs to be 

done. While this is not the main purpose of DiAngelo’s introductory work on the 

concept, this challenge has since been taken up by other educators (see 

Applebaum, 2017; Bailey, 2017; Evans-Winters and Hines, 2019). 

Applying Fraser’s philosophy to white fragility and, subsequently, the educational 

task of opposing racism, leads me to conclude that DiAngelo’s white fragility is an 

important element but not sufficient on its own to provide a political framework 

within which to situate such efforts. Indeed, this is recognised among researchers 

of antiracism as a weakness of the antiracist project (Bonnett, 2005; Gilligan, 

2017) and by Giroux who puts it succinctly: 

Antiracist pedagogy… needs to move beyond the conundrums of a limited 
identity politics and begin to include in its analysis what it would mean to 
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imagine the state as a vehicle for democratic values and a strong proponent 
for social and racial justice (2003: 207-208)  

My next move is an attempt to articulate a more developed critical view of racism 

in the context of neoliberal capitalism, to address Fraser’s challenge of developing 

cultural analysis that takes account of political economy. I articulate the contested 

relationship between the struggles of ‘race’ and social class, before discussing the 

related development of racial neoliberalism. I begin by contrasting the Marxist 

critique of racism taken up by Cole (2017) in his critique of Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) in educational contexts. Cole positions this perspective against the Racial 

Contract viewpoint developed by C.W. Mills (1997, 2015, 2017). I mediate this 

discussion with reference to the analysis of Gilroy and Hall (Hall, 1980, 1996; 

Gilroy, 2002), shifting the debate from classical Marxism towards an understanding 

towards ‘race’ as a ‘floating signifier’.  

The understanding of racism as structural discrimination that is deeply ingrained 

and permeates all parts of modern capitalist societies is a key tenet of CRT. CRT 

has informed educational research that seeks to understand the role of racism in 

education and is used ubiquitously in educational research emanating from the US 

(Ledesma and Calderón, 2015). The increased use of CRT in UK educational 

research, however, has been met with some resistance. Class is seen by many 

researchers as the key determinant of social and economic outcomes (Chadderton, 

2013), despite the growing evidence that racial inequalities persist and that 

educational policy itself can be legitimately described as an instrument of ‘white 

supremacy’, defined as the ‘taken-for-granted routine privileging of white 

interests’ (Gillborn, 2005: 485). 

My purpose here is to address the Marxist concern that the concepts of ‘race’ and 

white supremacy, as employed by proponents of CRT, exert an undeservedly 

privileged status that does not sufficiently recognise the more fundamental roles 

of social class and capitalism. The debate is summarised succinctly by Cole (2017) 

who argues that ‘…the Marxist concept of racialization… provides a more 

convincing account of racism in capitalist societies than do CRT emphases on 

‘white supremacy’ on the one hand, and ‘race’ rather than class on the other’ (p. 

61, italics added). While Cole is critical of attempts to position ‘race’ and white 

supremacy as the central feature of oppression, as this belittles the role of class 
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and capitalism more generally, he recognises that Mills sees economic exploitation 

as the ‘most salient’ dimension of the Racial Contract (p. 36). Cole is similarly 

critical of the push in CRT, which he locates in the arguments of Gillborn and 

hooks, to expand the definition of white supremacy in such a way that it subsumes 

or even replaces the concept of racism. Cole maintains that the usage of the 

phrase white supremacy should be ‘restricted to its conventional usage’ (p. 48). He 

notes some specific problems with this discursive shift and deals with these issues 

in turn, namely, i) ‘directing attention away from the modes of production’ and 

the structural, historically specific relations between the social classes and 

economic structures; ii) ‘the homogenization of all white people’, losing sight of 

the white working class and therefore the devastation, power and ideology of class 

exploitation; iii) ignoring ‘non-colour-coded racism’ and ‘xeno-racism’ against 

white people including the Irish, Jews, Gypsy, Roma, Traveller communities and 

Muslims; and iv) the inability of either white supremacy or the calls for the 

‘abolition of whiteness’ to act as a political unifier and rallying point, due to its 

vulnerability to being misunderstood as the ‘abolition of white people’ . 

At each stage, Cole notes some important concessions made by Mills and other CRT 

protagonists, making it clear that he sympathises with many of their intentions. He 

recognises, for instance, that the historical continuity of racism needs to be 

recognised, albeit using the Marxist economic lens of ‘racialization’ instead of 

white supremacy; that the statistical likelihood of better life chances is dominated 

by white people; that racism can be directed at both ‘non-white’ and ‘white’ 

people (an antiracist view shared by Kendi, 2019); that ‘race’ ‘is central in 

sustaining the current world order’ (p. 46), and; that antiracism can and should be 

seen as an important political project. 

The trajectory of Cole’s critique of CRT and his argument in favour of a Marxist 

theoretical approach shape his suggestions for pedagogy and classroom practice. 

Overall, he favours ‘antiracist multicultural education; the reintroduction of the 

teaching of imperialisms; and what [he has] called the last taboo: the teaching of 

democratic socialism, including ecosocialism’ (p. 217, emphases in original). I wish 

to focus on some theoretical moves claims made by Cole that, I argue, reveal the 

main limitations of his critique, subsequently enabling me to identify how 
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antiracist pedagogies can be developed to address the debate around the 

intersection of ‘race’ and class.  

One of the claims put forward by Cole is that the ‘voice and experiential 

knowledge… of the exploited and oppressed non-racialized white working class 

pupils/students’ (p. 218, emphasis added) should be foregrounded in antiracist 

multicultural work, to ensure that ‘educators do not deny the existence of white 

working class cultures’ (p. 221). Despite its appearance in the penultimate 

chapter, this is the first time in the text that Cole has claimed the existence of a 

‘non-racialized’ white working class. This is significant, in my view, as it confirms 

what is otherwise implicit throughout Cole’s argument: that the Marxist conception 

of ‘racialization’ (or, at least, Cole’s interpretation of it) is synonymous with what 

Virdee (2017) refers to as the racialized outsider. In Cole’s view, only ‘minorities’ 

can be racialized, including white minorities such as Irish, Jewish, GRT or Muslim 

people (although a more accurate description here, I would suggest, is those 

peoples who at various stages in history were ‘not seen as white’, see Ignatiev, 

2009). Cole’s perspective suggests that the ‘white majority’ cannot be racialized 

as white, because whiteness is simply the norm: white people are in the powerful 

position of being able to racialize others; but ‘we’ cannot be racialized ourselves. 

As Dyer (1997) puts it: 

…as long as white people are not racially seen and named, they/we function 
as a human norm. Other people are raced, we are just people. There is no 
more powerful position than that of being ‘just’ human. The claim to power 
is the claim to speak for the commonality of humanity. Raced people can’t 
do that – they can only speak for their race. But non-raced people can, for 
they do not represent the interests of a race (p. 1-2) 

Cole’s analysis suggests that the ‘white working class’ do not represent the 

interests of a ‘race’, as they are ‘non-racialized’, but instead they represent the 

interests of a social class. It is here that Cole’s conception of racialization 

collapses into the very concepts that he is seeking to supplant, namely: white 

hegemony, dominance and supremacy. The superiority of whiteness is maintained 

and the interests of the ‘white working class’ are centred, ignoring the inherent 

multiracial nature of the working class. In contrast to Cole’s claim of a non-

racialized white working class, Hall (1980) argues that social formation itself is 

fundamentally racialized, within the articulation and structure of dominance. 
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I would therefore urge caution in rallying people, particularly school students, 

around the idea of ‘white working class cultures’. Pedagogically, this becomes 

problematic as it risks glossing over the historical role of ‘race’ and racism in the 

formation of the working class, where it was ‘racialized outsiders… that helped to 

align struggles against racism with those against class exploitation’ and ‘we find 

that race and class were mutually constitutive in the making of the English working 

class’ (Virdee, 2017: 16). This is not to say that it is completely illegitimate to 

speak in any way of being ‘white working class’: many individual people would, of 

course, identify as being simultaneously ‘white’ and ‘working class’. However, to 

claim that there is a historical, structural and culturally distinct ‘white working 

class’ is an exaggeration in terms. I would tend to agree, therefore, with the 

proposition of Critical Race Theorists, to which Cole is responding, that ‘there is no 

such thing as white culture’ (2017: 221) and that the idea of a distinct white 

working class culture is, in fact, a misnomer.   

In relation to Cole’s suggestion of the ‘teaching of democratic socialism’: this is 

unlikely to gain much traction in education policy, for two reasons. The first is the 

requirement of political neutrality placed on teachers in the UK and that ‘the 

promotion of partisan political views in the teaching of any subject in the school’ 

is forbidden in UK legislation14. In Scotland, official guidance on political literacy 

focuses on impartiality and balance, requiring teachers to ‘take particular care not 

to promote any political view at the expense of others’ while using ‘a balanced 

approach to exploring political issues’ which is ‘demonstrably impartial’15. Cole’s 

call to educate children in schools in the Marxist revolutionary tradition, which 

holds that ‘the working class will one day be in a position to overthrow (world) 

capitalism and to replace it with (world) democratic socialism’ (Cole, 2017: 193), 

is unlikely in the extreme16. The second and more fundamental reason for my 

claim that the ‘teaching of democratic socialism’ is unlikely to succeed is that it 

 
14 See sections 406 and 407 of the Education Act 1996, as amended: 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/56/section/406  
15 See section 4 of CfE Briefing 14 on political literacy: https://education.gov.scot/Documents/cfe-
briefing-14.pdf  
16 It should be noted, however, that the expression of political views by teachers is contested in 
practice e.g. in 2018, a teaching union in England voted to defy any attempt by the Department for 
Education to ‘block legitimate criticism’ of Government policy 
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/sep/05/education-department-teachers-express-
political-views-headteachers-unions  

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/56/section/406
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/cfe-briefing-14.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/cfe-briefing-14.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/sep/05/education-department-teachers-express-political-views-headteachers-unions
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/sep/05/education-department-teachers-express-political-views-headteachers-unions
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remains far from clear that this is the best solution to the issues of inequality and 

racism that Cole is addressing. Indeed, this fails to address the place of racism 

within the socialist movement itself. At the time of writing, this is demonstrated 

by the controversies of anti-Semitism in the UK Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn 

and the subsequent reported rise of racially coded ‘cultural conservatism’, 

represented by the so-called ‘Blue Labour’ movement17. 

The theoretical problems encountered by Marxism are noted by Gilroy (2002), 

firstly in its failure to account for ‘forms of subordination which are not obviously 

or directly related to class [but are] based on gender, ‘race’, ethnicity or age and 

are often found in political locations removed from the workplace’ (p. 6). 

Secondly, Gilroy observes that ‘the presence of women, blacks and other 

subordinate groups in the political institutions of the working class’ itself raises 

significant theoretical questions which Marxism struggles to address (p. 7, 

emphasis added). Gilroy locates his argument around a definition of ‘race’ that 

does not see it as a natural fact of life, but something that is constructed, fluid 

and changing alongside political and cultural histories. He claims that the strategic 

role of ‘race’ politics has undergone a series of important transformations and will 

continue to do so. For instance, he observes that antiracism became increasingly 

depoliticised in the 1980s and 90s under Thatcher and New Labour, giving way to 

an understanding of ‘race’ that is based around market relations, lifestyle and 

consumer choices, anticipating the shift towards racial neoliberalism I address 

below. 

Within these changing processes that are infused and subsequently ascribed with 

racial meaning, he sees the role of culture as something that  

…mediates the world of agents and structures which are created by their 
social praxis. These meanings are sources of the individual and collective 
actions which give culture its materiality. The terrain of meaning and action 
is also a field of historical development through struggle (p. 4).  

Gilroy’s understanding of culture therefore enables me to construct the concept of 

citizenry as a space that mediates agency and structure; albeit I am more 

 
17 See https://inews.co.uk/news/politics/blue-labour-what-twitter-party-group-culturally-
conservative-policies-explained-1342190 and http://socialistreview.org.uk/360/blue-labour-
rewriting-labours-history  

https://inews.co.uk/news/politics/blue-labour-what-twitter-party-group-culturally-conservative-policies-explained-1342190
https://inews.co.uk/news/politics/blue-labour-what-twitter-party-group-culturally-conservative-policies-explained-1342190
http://socialistreview.org.uk/360/blue-labour-rewriting-labours-history
http://socialistreview.org.uk/360/blue-labour-rewriting-labours-history
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concerned with the civic construction of citizens within these cultural and political 

processes.    

In relation to the intersection of ‘race’ and class, with which I am primarily 

interested here, Gilroy concedes that the Marxist perspective that the 

contradiction between capital and labour is ‘a necessary part of the analytic 

framework’, adding that ‘it simply cannot by itself generate a complete account of 

the struggles through which the social movement of blacks dissolves and then 

transcends the formal divisions of class’ (p. 8). He uses antiracism as an illustration 

of this point, arguing that the wider social movement that precipitates ‘black 

protest and self-organization’ cannot be reduced to antiracism itself or ‘the 

elimination of racist ideology’ (p. 15-16), but should be seen in a wider context 

‘which appreciates the complex interplay between struggles based around 

different forms of social subordination’ (p. 20). There is therefore a co-

constitutive system of reciprocal determinism within the formations of ‘race’ and 

class where one cannot be reduced to the other. Kendi (2019) puts this another 

way when he describes racism and capitalism not as competing sites of inequality 

but as ‘conjoined twins’, so that to oppose one is to oppose the other. Thus, in my 

view, Gilroy’s argument should successfully assuage the concerns raised by Cole 

(2017) and others that foregrounding issues of ‘race’ represents a threat to the 

interests and cultures of the white working class: 

From this perspective, even the most resolutely autonomous organization of 
black workers, claimants or schoolchildren does not necessarily represent a 
simple threat to the organic unity and interests of a fixed and 
predetermined [white] working class. Class politics in this model do not 
precede the encounter between black and white, they are created or 
destroyed in it. (Gilroy, 2002: 25)     

The categories of ‘race’ and class are intertwined and have a number of common 

features. They are formed, in part, along the lines of political struggle and the 

state structures that give rise to those struggles. Expressed in this way, both ‘race’ 

and class formation can be understood beyond the economic exploitation of labour 

to include 

the effects of subordination based in forms of power… constituted around 
gender, sexuality, generation, the consumption and distribution of state 
services and ecological and regional conflicts as well as those defined by 
‘race’ (p. 27).  
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This recognises that changing economic conditions result in new social relations, 

new social movements and new forms of struggle that are inadequately described 

or addressed using class analysis alone. The political structures of trade unions and 

the labour movement, while still relevant to capitalist struggles of the working 

classes, cannot adequately address the multiple specificities of, for instance, 

youth culture; education; urban degeneration; democratic representation; climate 

change and criminal justice. The perspective of Gilroy suggests to me that there 

are many social struggles and many forms of injustice that are not reducible to 

social class or indeed the workplace, which is why the Marxist analysis of racism as 

represented by Cole (2017) does not seem up to the task of addressing issues such 

as these that cut across the many forms of social subordination identified by Gilroy 

(2002), whose description of racism in Britain, I believe, is still relevant: 

The evolution of racism from vulgar to cultural forms described by Fanon 
has introduced a new variety which stresses complex difference rather than 
simple hierarchy (Fanon, 1967). Thus today’s British racism, anchored in 
national decline rather than imperial expansion overseas, does not 
necessarily proceed through readily apparent notions of superiority and 
inferiority. The order of racial power relations has become more subtle and 
elusive than that. (p. 38)  

This perspective, incidentally, should resolve some of Cole’s misgivings in relation 

to the evolving meaning of terms such as ‘white supremacy’. While Cole’s 

misgivings about the prominence of this term in Critical Race Theory is 

understandable, he seems to have missed the transition of meaning afforded to 

this phrase, both in theoretical and cultural domains. The ‘vulgar’ understanding 

of white supremacy, while its violent history should not be minimised or indeed 

erased, has widened to include a ‘cultural’ meaning that accommodates the 

complexities and articulations of structural racialised dominance. Cole’s suggestion 

of limiting this phrase to its ‘conventional usage’ fails to take account of the fact 

that it has indeed taken on an additional meaning whereby it now accounts for the 

processes (acts, decisions and policies), including pedagogical processes, that 

secure white racial domination and the privileges associated with it (Leonardo, 

2004). Moreover, it is not possible to arbitrarily limit people’s understanding of a 

phrase such as white supremacy to a definition from a previous generation; since 

this shift of interpretation has already occurred, surely it is the job of theorists to 

analyse why this shift has happened instead of simply lamenting the fact. 
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My next move, following Gilroy (2002: 36-38) and Hall (1996) who both see ‘race’ 

and the manifestation of related struggles as signifiers of broader social processes,  

is to move on to the question of what the current dynamics of ‘race’, racism and 

antiracism are signifying. I suggest that the answer to this question can be found in 

the emergence of racial neoliberalism in contemporary Britain and America 

(Giroux, 2003; Kapoor, 2013). This is based on the understanding that 

‘articulations of racism in the current moment need to be understood through an 

analysis that relates to the context of the contemporary political economy and the 

advancement of the neoliberal state’ (Kapoor, 2013: 1030). Building on the 

analysis of Hall, Kapoor identifies processes of ‘deracialisation’ in the US and 

Britain, exposing the fallacious claims of post-racial politics in both countries. In 

the US, such claims followed the election of Barack Obama as President, while in 

Britain, they came to fruition during the New Labour period of former Prime 

Minister Tony Blair. While there are specificities relating to the histories and 

economies of both countries, it is recognised that neoliberalism is a global 

phenomenon, and the shared history between Britain and the US means that racial 

neoliberalism is relevant in both countries.   

My reading of the body of work on this subject has led me to conclude that the 

main characteristics of racial neoliberalism in Britain and America can be 

summarised as follows: 

• The muting of race and the rise of ‘colour-blind’ and post-racial discourses 

in the public and legislative domains, effectively ‘privatising’ race and 

making it more difficult to address racism, leading to the corresponding 

replacement of antiracism with ‘anti-racialism’. 

• The reduction of racism to personal words and actions of individual people, 

in the absence of an analysis of history, power and ideology, which would 

question how such actions are made possible. 

• An increase in securitisation policies and the ‘policing of bodies’, justified 

by narratives of the ‘anti-terror’ and the need to protect economic growth, 

and the reduction of the responsibilities of the state to policing citizens and 

privileging the interests of corporate power. 
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• A focus on assimilationist policies emphasising, for example, ‘Community 

Cohesion’ in Britain, and claims emanating from reverse racism and ‘white 

guilt’ that racial divisions benefit blacks more than whites. 

• A discourse that positions cultural difference as the cause of mistrust and 

community segregation, accompanied by a requirement placed on racialised 

minority groups to integrate into society. 

• A narrative of ‘good citizenship’ based on the maintenance of convivial 

relationships, shared values (e.g. ‘British Values’) and belonging, precluding 

the possibility of discussing social or economic inequalities. 

• A separation of race from structure and an anti-statist mode of governance 

that allows local authorities and other public bodies to decide on their own 

priorities and resource allocations in addressing issues of social inequalities. 

I contend therefore that the concept of racial neoliberalism is relevant and should 

be placed within the focus of analysis for the reproduction of a socially just 

citizenry. In the next section I offer a summary of the arguments put forward 

above while isolating the conclusions I have taken from this work. 

  

4.5 Summary and Conclusion 

In Chapter 4 on cultural injustice I am attempting to address the second of Fraser's 

key axes of injustice that she recognises in her theory of social justice. Building on 

the critique of capitalism developed in the previous chapter, here I draw on 

intersectional feminist scholarship, aiming to shed light on the intertwinement of 

social identities and the broader structures of capitalism. I begin the chapter by 

referring to Fraser's understanding of cultural injustice. She sets out a radical 

vision whereby achieving cultural recognition would potentially involve changing 

everybody's sense of self. This is what I imagine when I construct the concept of a 

socially just citizenry. I begin by clarifying my understanding of race, class, and 

gender - justifying my choice to locate my analysis along these social divisions. I 

show that these are the most dominantly accepted social divisions due to their 

profound effects. However, building on Fraser's analysis and that of other authors, 

I develop an understanding of race, class and gender that places them in the 

historicised context of political economy. The purpose of doing so is to avoid the 
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problems of simplification and reification identified by Fraser. I argue that the 

social divisions of race, class and gender occur as a result of systemic racism, 

patriarchy and class exploitation, respectively. 

Taking this thinking further leads me to consider the prevalence of systemic 

whiteness as a form of structural power and domination. I contend that addressing 

whiteness and structural racism should be a fundamental part of a competent 

philosophy of social justice education. Heeding Fraser's warning about adopting a 

simplified identity politics that displaces concerns for economic and material 

inequalities, I attempt to shift my thinking around the cultural politics of identity 

towards a broader set of social concerns and structures of white supremacy. I 

introduce Arendt's theory of power with the aim of constructing systemic racism as 

a form of hegemonic dominance, using this to argue that social, economic, cultural 

and political contexts must inform educational thought and responses if we are to 

produce a socially just citizenry that can meaningfully engage in the resistance of 

injustice. I attempt to develop a nuanced understanding of whiteness that goes 

beyond individual actions perpetrated by specific white people towards a broader 

racial discourse that reinforces the power and interests of whiteness. 

I contend that gaining an understanding of the agential, structural, and ideological 

systems of whiteness and racism is a fundamental educational imperative that 

encompasses the practices of justice-oriented citizenship and the reproduction of 

a socially just citizenry. I sketch out a historicised view of systemic racism and 

white supremacy, aiming to show how this has lasting effects on contemporary 

power relations. The practice(s) of resisting discrimination is pedagogical insofar 

as it involves gaining an understanding of white supremacy as an economic, 

political, cultural and affective system. This is where Fraser's multidimensional 

account of social justice, when brought into dialogue with the theorists cited 

above, can be put to good use in describing the complexities of racism and other 

systems of discrimination. 

Accordingly, my next move in this chapter is to demonstrate how antiracism should 

take account of the multiple dimensions of social justice identified by Fraser. To 

show why this is important, I generate a critique of Diangelo's concept of white 

fragility. I find Fraser's work to be particularly instructive in this endeavour and 
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especially her work to distinguish between the concepts of deconstructive anti-

essentialism and pluralist multiculturalism. I conclude that Diangelo's work on 

white fragility is useful in many ways but that it does not enable a full and 

comprehensive discussion of the politics of redistribution that goes beyond cultural 

remediations. In summary, Diangelo's concept of white fragility falls prey to the 

limited identity politics that concerns Fraser in that is displaces economic 

distributive analysis. 

I also find that Diangelo's work falls short in terms of enabling a radical democratic 

project in the service of social justice that seeks to build alliances across a broad 

political spectrum of opinion. She does not offer detailed ideas that could be put 

to good use in dialogic interactions around the issues of social justice and racial 

inequality. One area that demands the nuanced dialogic approach I am 

recommending concerns the contested relationship between struggles of race and 

social class. My entry point into this debate is to generate a critique of the work of 

Cole, who aims to question the value of critical race theory in education. I employ 

the work of Gilroy and Hall, placed in dialogue with Fraser, to address the classical 

Marxist concern that the concepts of race and white supremacy displace the issues 

of social class and capitalism more generally. This is the concern raised by Fraser 

that a limited identity politics displaces the politics of distribution.  

The main thrust of Cole's position is that the Marxist concept of racialization 

provides I'm more effective critique of racism under the conditions of capitalism, 

and that the discursive shifts found in critical race theory towards issues of white 

supremacy and the emphasis on race corresponding to the omission of class falls 

into the category the Fraser identifies resulting in the displacement of economic 

issues in favour of cultural issues. The other concern articulated by Cole with the 

usage of critical race theory in education is what he sees as the misleading 

narrative surrounding white people and especially white working class people. I 

find that this call to focus on the existence of a ‘non-racialized’ white working 

class and on white working class culture reveals the main flaw in his argument. 

The suggestion that the white working class does not represent the interests of a 

race but a social class is fundamentally flawed, collapsing into the very concepts 

he seeks to challenge; systemic racism and white supremacy. His insistence that 
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the white majority population cannot be racialized, coupled with the view that 

working class white people are a 'culture' in their own right, ignores the historical 

formations of race and the role of race in the formation of the working class. 

My response to Cole is to use the work of Gilroy to show that the social divisions of 

race and class are fundamentally intertwined and co-constitutive of each other. 

Gilroy argues that the inability to address forms of inequality beyond that of class 

is a shortfall of Marxism more generally. It follows that antiracism should be seen 

as a broader social project that tackles social divisions across the entire spectrum 

of injustices: economic, cultural, political and affective. Thus, to argue that the 

emphasis on white supremacy and race displaces the importance of class struggles 

is to fundamentally misunderstand the nature of antiracism. This leads me to the 

conclusion that the task of resisting injustices involves appreciating that those 

injustices are implicated in social relations of power and subordination that cannot 

be explained by class struggle alone. This is also why, as I argue in Chapter 7, that 

the resistance of injustice requires a concurrent analysis of power relations that 

would otherwise remain hidden from view. Addressing Cole’s concern about the 

expanded usage of the term white supremacy, I find in Gilroy's work an argument 

that should assuage this concern. Namely, the expanded usage of the concept of 

white supremacy is part of a discursive shift from vulgar forms of oppression to a 

more subtle understanding of subordination that is imbued in a web of power 

relations. I conclude that Cole employs a vulgar understanding of white supremacy 

and has failed to grasp that a new appreciation of the complex workings of white 

hegemony has emerged. 

To conclude, I suggest that an education of a socially just citizenry, within the 

domain of cultural injustice, requires a critical understanding of the following: 

• The intersectionality of race, class and gender; located within a broader 

analysis of political economy, power and status. 

• An approach to antiracism that does not entertain misleading debates about 

the nature or existence of racism: instead, the entry point should be about 

dismantling systemic racism. 

• A historicised account of racism, including the beginnings of racialised 

hierarchies in pre-modern times; the historical imbrication of race, 
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colonialism and capitalism; and the present-day inequalities that persist as 

a result. 

• An understanding of how systemic racism, patriarchy and class exploitation 

are built into the fabric of modern capitalist societies – along with an 

understanding of how these systemic oppressions have been resisted (e.g. 

through social movements). 

• Whiteness should be understood as a structure of power and dominance that 

consistently reinforces and reiterates the interests of people who are 

racialised as white. 

• The educational task is to increase levels of racial literacy while increasing 

our collective ability to discuss racism, in all its forms, in a reflective way 

that enables us to collaboratively oppose it. 

• The concept of racial neoliberalism is a useful addition to racial capitalism 

insofar as it specifically locates systemic racism within an analysis of 

political economy and the neoliberal state. 
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Chapter 5 | Political Injustice: Resisting Exclusion 

5.1 Political Injustice and Representation 

Political injustice is identified by Fraser as one of the key ‘axes of injustice’ that is 

entwined with and mutually supportive of the other axes of injustice she 

identifies: cultural injustice and political injustice (Fraser, 1995, 2005). As such, 

political injustice cannot be considered entirely on its own; indeed, the main 

thrust of Fraser’s theory of justice seeks to challenge any dissociation between 

these forms of injustice. While she argues that economic, cultural and political 

axes of injustice can be usefully considered as conceptually distinct, she 

recognises that struggles against these forms of injustice, in reality, depend on all 

three being simultaneously addressed. 

Political injustice is located at the level of the ‘state’s jurisdiction and the 

decision rules by which it structures contestation’ (Fraser, 2005: 75). Examples of 

political injustice or misrepresentation, according to Fraser, are exclusion and 

unequal representation. Political injustice occurs when people are denied parity of 

participation by issues of membership and procedure: ‘exclusion [from] the 

community of those entitled to make justice claims… and the terms on which those 

included in the political community air their claims and adjudicate their disputes’  

(Fraser, 2005: 75). Political injustice corresponds to and is enabled by the political 

constitution of society.  

Fraser argues that political injustice is countered by measures of representation. 

Examples of representation she provides centre on issues of social belonging, the 

inclusion of those who are entitled to representation, the accordance of equal 

voice and fair representation in public deliberations and decision making (Fraser, 

2005). 

5.2 Defining Citizenship: Status and Praxis 

In this thesis I distinguish between two conceptualizations of citizenship: 

citizenship as status and citizenship as praxis. Citizenship as status can refer to 

the legal and formal recognition of belonging to a nation-state – although I further 

complicate this understanding below. Citizenship as praxis encompasses active 

participation, civic engagement, and the exercise of citizenship rights and 
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responsibilities. While the conceptualisation of a socially just citizenry is primarily 

concerned with the practices of citizenship, it is also concerned with the unjust 

ways in which the status of marginalised groups can be reframed in ways that 

entrench inequalities and injustice. The next two sections articulate the 

understanding of citizenship as status and praxis utilised in the subsequent 

argument. 

5.2.1 Citizenship as Status 

Citizenship as status primarily revolves around the legal and institutional aspects 

of belonging to a specific nation-state. Understood in this way, it is centred on the 

acquisition of formal rights and privileges afforded to citizens, including voting 

rights, access to public services, and protection under the law. This 

conceptualisation is often associated with Marshall's classical theory of citizenship 

(1950), as it emphasises the progressive extension of civil, political, and social 

rights to citizens. 

Citizenship as status provides legal safeguards to individuals within the territorial 

boundaries of a nation-state. This ensures that citizens have access to fundamental 

rights and can seek legal redress in case of violations. However, the processes of 

recognising citizenship as status can be exclusionary; leaving out marginalized 

groups and non-citizens who reside within a nation's borders. This exclusion 

perpetuates social inequalities and denies certain groups access to essential 

services and opportunities. Additionally, this can lead to the emergence of 

unstable social identities and the dismissal of large groups of minoritized groups 

and the globally displaced (Capeheart and Milovanovic, 2007: 138-139). In this 

way, citizens are politically reframed as migrants and refugees, thus rendering 

them homeless, stateless, dehumanised, criminalised, without recognition of their 

worth and rights as people and without recognition of the fact that they belong 

(Askins, 2016; Sajjad, 2018). 

5.2.2 Citizenship as Praxis 

In contrast to the view of citizenship as status, citizenship as praxis is an 

understanding that situates citizenship as a form of everyday practice (Capeheart 

and Milovanovic, 2007: 70). A further delineation of citizenship as praxis is 

provided by Yuval-Davis (1997), who distinguishes between ‘active citizenship’ and 
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‘passive citizenship’. Her theorisation of active citizenship is chosen here as it is a 

useful ad joiner to practices of citizenship that are directed towards the ends of 

social justice.    

Active citizenship refers to individuals' proactive involvement in the decision-

making processes and the pursuit of collective goals within a society. It entails 

assuming responsibilities, participating in community initiatives, and advocating 

for the betterment of public affairs. Active citizenship transcends the mere 

fulfilment of formal obligations and engages citizens in shaping the socio-political 

landscape actively (Yuval-Davis, 1997). Active citizens are deeply involved in 

various forms of civic participation, such as volunteering, community organizing, 

and political activism. They are not passive bystanders but rather take an active 

role in expressing their voices and demanding accountability from governing 

bodies. By participating in public affairs, they seek to influence policies, social 

norms, and institutions, striving for positive change and social justice. 

Yuval-Davis underscores the importance of inclusivity within active citizenship. 

This perspective acknowledges the diversity of identities and experiences among 

citizens. Active citizenship must recognize intersectionality—the 

interconnectedness of different social categories such as race, gender, class, and 

sexuality—when addressing social issues. This promotes a more comprehensive and 

inclusive approach to understanding and tackling societal challenges (Yuval-Davis, 

2006b). 

On the other hand, passive citizenship characterizes individuals who exhibit 

minimal engagement in civic activities and public affairs. While they may fulfil 

their legal obligations as citizens, they often refrain from active involvement in 

community initiatives or political processes. Yuval-Davis argues that passive 

citizenship can result from various factors, such as political disillusionment, 

apathy, or feelings of disempowerment (Yuval-Davis, 2006a, 2016). 

Passive citizens may feel disconnected from the political system or believe that 

their actions will have little impact on shaping public policies. This sense of 

alienation can lead to reduced political participation and may hinder social 

progress. Yuval-Davis highlights how passive citizenship can perpetuate 

marginalization and exclusion, particularly among marginalized groups. When 
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certain communities are disengaged from active citizenship, their voices and 

concerns are less likely to be heard, perpetuating inequalities and injustice. 

Yuval-Davis' work emphasizes that active and passive citizenship are not static, 

binary categories but rather exist on a spectrum with intersecting dynamics. Socio-

economic factors, cultural backgrounds, and historical contexts can influence an 

individual's inclination towards active or passive citizenship. For instance, 

members of privileged groups may find it easier to participate actively, while 

marginalized communities might face barriers hindering their civic engagement 

(Yuval-Davis, 1997). 

5.3 The Politics of Markets, Money and Economic (de)Growth 

In this section, I aim to bring Fraser’s political dimension of social justice into 

dialogue with the economic dimension. I locate this section in this chapter because 

I contend that resisting capitalism and transforming the economy is a political 

issue first and foremost. This thinking has arisen from my reading of Whyte’s 

(2019) critique of human rights and neoliberalism, in conjunction with the 

macroeconomic theories of Modern Monetary Theory (Kelton, 2021) and Degrowth 

(Hickel, 2020). I do not attempt to provide a full critique of these complex ideas 

here. Instead, I consider that the criticisms of the economic status quo found in 

such theories, and their suggested alternatives to capitalist accumulation, raise 

questions that are certainly economic (in a technical sense) but mainly political in 

nature. With that in mind, I argue that the questions raised by these proposals are 

key considerations to explore by educators and students as part of the production 

of a socially just citizenry. Below I provide a summary of each of the theories 

before discussing the role of education in exploring them. 

Whyte (2019) explores how neoliberalism, often associated with the primacy of 

market forces, is deeply entangled with the language and institutions of human 

rights. She argues that this connection has profound implications for our 

understanding of both human rights and neoliberalism. She provides a rich 

historical context, showing how human rights and neoliberalism emerged as 

dominant discourses, tracing the roots of human rights to the aftermath of the 

atrocities of World War II and the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human 
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Rights in 1948. She points out that neoliberalism was simultaneously gaining 

traction as an economic ideology around this time.  

Whyte’s main argument is that human rights, while initially aimed to protect 

individuals from state oppression, have increasingly been co-opted to serve 

neoliberal ends; mobilized to justify the expansion of free-market policies, often 

at the expense of social and economic rights. She shows how neoliberal tenets of 

privatisation and deregulation were framed, particularly in the field of 

international development, as a necessary step for the promotion of human rights; 

and yet the World Bank, World Trade Organisation (WTO) and International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) used conditionalities and structural adjustment programs to 

impose neoliberal reforms on developing countries, often exacerbating inequality 

and poverty (Whyte, 2019). 

Whyte frames the moral framework underpinning the political ideology of 

neoliberalism as market-based humanism, in which the market is seen as a force 

for promoting freedom, efficiency, and individual autonomy, as well as moral 

virtues such as ‘self-discipline, a sense of justice, honesty, fairness, chivalry, 

moderation, public spirit, respect for human dignity, [and] firm ethical norms’ 

(Röpke, cited by Whyte, 2019: 36). Whyte argues that this market-centric 

approach to human rights has led to the neglect of collective rights, the erosion of 

social protections and the rise of right-wing racist movements and political parties. 

She calls for a political struggle against the institutions, governments and 

international finance corporations that have ‘promoted and benefited from the 

inequality and ‘economic powerlessness’ of the neoliberal age’ (p. 242).  

Modern Monetary Theory (MMT) is a macroeconomic framework that challenges 

conventional beliefs about fiscal policy and government spending. MMT emphasizes 

that sovereign governments that issue their own currency can never run out of 

money in the same way that households or businesses can. Instead, they can 

always create more money to meet their obligations. 

According to Kelton (2021), a prominent economist and proponent of MMT, one of 

the key principles of the theory is that governments are only limited by the 

existence of real resources and the rate of inflation, not by the availability of 

money itself. As long as there are unemployed resources and productive capacity 
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in the economy, the government can spend money into existence without causing 

inflation.  

Central banks have a significant role to play in the production of money itself, as 

argued by Pettifor (2017), who shows that banks extend credit by creating deposits 

ex nihilo (out of nothing), thereby expanding the money supply. Central to this 

understanding, therefore, is the idea that the production of money is intertwined 

with the creation of debt. Pettifor contends that the state has a crucial role to 

play in shaping the direction of the economy and ensuring that money serves the 

public interest. She advocates for the reclamation of monetary sovereignty, 

arguing that governments should assert control over the money supply to prioritize 

public spending and investment in areas such as healthcare, education, and social 

welfare. She emphasizes the need for democratic control over the production and 

allocation of money, calling for greater transparency and accountability in 

monetary policy-making, as well as the involvement of civil society in shaping 

economic decisions that affect people's lives (Pettifor, 2017). 

Meanwhile, MMT suggests that unemployment is evidence of insufficient 

government spending rather than a lack of available jobs. Advocates of MMT such 

as Kelton (2021) argue in favour of a job guarantee scheme. It is contended that by 

employing those who are currently unemployed, governments can stimulate 

economic activity and achieve full employment. 

It is important to note that MMT has been at the receiving end of many critiques.   

relating to inflationary pressures, the role of taxes, the implications for fiscal 

discipline, a lack of cognisance of power dynamics especially in relation to the 

Global South, and the longer term effects of implementing MMT (Epstein, 2019; 

Espinosa, 2023). One criticism of MMT is that its proponents underestimate the risk 

of inflation that could arise from increased government spending. Critics argue 

that if governments continuously inject money into the economy without 

considering the limits of productive capacity, it could lead to inflationary 

pressures. Another criticism is related to the role of taxes in controlling inflation in 

the MMT framework. While MMT acknowledges that taxes can be used to manage 

inflation by removing excess money from circulation, critics argue that relying 

solely on taxes may not be sufficient to prevent inflation in all circumstances. 
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Furthermore, critics of MMT raise concerns about the implications for fiscal 

discipline and government debt. They argue that MMT's emphasis on the 

government's ability to create money could lead to a lack of fiscal discipline, 

potentially resulting in unsustainable levels of government debt (Epstein, 2019; 

Espinosa, 2023). 

While MMT is aimed at specific policy interventions, degrowth is positioned as a 

radically alternative vision that challenges the notion of perpetual economic 

growth and advocates for a reduction in overall resource consumption and 

production. At its core, degrowth emphasizes sustainability, equity, and well-being 

over GDP growth, recognising that ecological limits exist and that continued 

pursuit of economic growth within these limits is unsustainable. Degrowth proposes 

an equitable reduction of production and consumption of energy and raw 

materials, advocating for policies and practices aimed at promoting social well-

being, redistributing wealth, the localisation of production and consumption, 

enhancing ecological sustainability, and prioritizing public goods and services over 

private consumption (Kallis, 2011; Hickel, 2020). 

I wish to emphasise at this point that the above represents a brief discussion of 

alternative economic frameworks. I do not include it here to make claims about 

the feasibility or legitimacy of the frameworks themselves. Rather, I do so in order 

to make the observation that - regardless of the merits or critiques of these or 

indeed any other proposals for economic restructuring - any actions taken in this 

sphere are necessarily political and power-laden. It is incumbent on educators to 

discuss such alternatives with students, not for the purpose of convincing them 

that any one theory is necessarily ‘correct’, but to advance the possibility that 

alternatives to the status quo are possible and perhaps necessary, if a society 

based on solidarity, equity and well-being is to emerge (Anderson et al., 2023). 

Webster (2022) argues that the project of mass schooling has been successfully 

utilised as a way of securing uncritical acceptance of capitalism and its associated 

values as a way of life. Such values include competition, individual achievement, 

and material success at the expense of holistic well-being and ethical 

development. The suggested remedy for this is spiritual education that seeks to 

engender an alternative set of qualities such as empathy, compassion, resilience, 
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and critical thinking – qualities that the author sees as essential for navigating the 

complexities of contemporary global challenges such as environmental 

degradation, social inequality, and cultural polarization. While I have much 

sympathy with this perspective, and indeed this thinking may make an contribution 

to the challenge of education for a post-capitalist, I find that the emphasis on the 

personal values or character traits of students risks depoliticising what is 

inherently a political problem (Suissa, 2015; Kisby, 2017). Instead, I argue that the 

production of a socially just citizenry is not only about personal traits or attitudes. 

It encompasses considerations such as the socio-economic and cultural contexts, 

political spaces and institutions in which social justice is contested, as well as the 

relations of power that cut across those social dimensions.  

Here I am drawn to the argument of Anderson and colleagues (2023), who develop 

the concept of ‘third spaces’ as sites of resistance and transformation. Third 

spaces as inclusive, democratic, and participatory environments that challenge 

dominant power structures and foster collaboration, empathy, and solidarity. 

These spaces can take various forms, including community centres, activist groups, 

and online networks, but they share a commitment to social justice and collective 

liberation. The authors highlight initiatives such as community gardens, maker 

spaces, and cooperative enterprises that empower participants to challenge 

capitalist norms and reimagine alternative futures. 

While I find agreement with the perspective outlined by Anderson and colleagues 

that alternative spaces should be recognised as educational in their own right, in 

this thesis I wish to elucidate a potential role for schools themselves in re-

imagining a post-capitalist future and resisting the unrelenting perpetuation of 

neoliberal capitalism. 

5.4 Critical Activism  

In this section I construct my understanding of critical activism - a key approach 

that I consider to constitute the practice of justice-oriented citizenship. I contend 

that critical activism occurs when students:  

• Learn about injustice and associated power relations 

• Act on the basis of those concerns 
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• Reflect on their own capacity to act 

• Evaluate the impact of their actions. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, my conceptualisation of critical activism draws on 

hooks’ construction of ‘liberatory education for critical consciousness’ (hooks, 

1994) and the Gramscian frame of organic intellectualism (Gramsci, 1971); placed 

in dialogue with contemporary calls for a shift towards scholar activism (Collins, 

2013; Cox, 2015; Contu, 2020; Joseph-Salisbury and Connelly, 2021). I view critical 

activism as an integral part of the practice of justice-oriented citizenship and a 

key feature of a socially just citizenry. 

Hooks (1994) describes her approach to pedagogy as having ‘emerged from the 

mutually illuminating interplay of anticolonial, critical, and feminist pedagogies’ 

(p. 10). She is concerned with multiple forms of oppression including racism, 

sexism and class exploitation. Implicit in her work is a critique of capitalism and its 

requirement for a ‘mass underclass of surplus labour’ (p. 29). As such, the 

theorisation utilised in her work is imbricated across the dimensions of social 

justice and power identified in this thesis and is consistent with the development 

of an anti-capitalist education. 

Hooks provides a practical framework for critical pedagogy and transformative 

education in the classroom, recommending specific practices related to inclusion 

and safety, dialogue and participation, resistance, critical thinking and self-

actualisation (hooks, 1994). Importantly, while crediting Freire for much of her 

thinking around critical pedagogy, she critiques the inherent sexism in his work 

and his construction of what she describes as ‘a phallocentric paradigm of 

liberation – wherein freedom and the experience of patriarchal manhood are 

always linked as though they are one and the same’ (p. 49).  

Hooks’ critique of Freire has encouraged me to engage closely with feminist 

scholarship in this thesis, mindful of the risk of recreating this paradigm, focusing 

in particular on Black feminist scholarship as a social justice project. In doing so, I 

am attempting to avoid two mistakes identified by Collins (2013). Firstly: it would 

be a mistake to engage exclusively with perspectives and forms of oppression that I 

am familiar (or comfortable) with. A second mistake would be the failure to locate 

any resulting analyses or actions within the wider power relations of domination 
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and subordination, as structured by the political economy. This is why I insist on 

the necessity of activism that is informed by critical analysis.    

To develop this concept, I link this approach to that of Gramsci (1971), who 

insisted that the formation of ‘organic intellectuals’ among the working class was 

fundamental to the production of a counter-hegemonic movement. Gramsci 

distinguished between traditional intellectuals (those who represent existing social 

groups, divorced from the lives and interests of the people) and organic 

intellectuals (those who represent newly formed social groups, immersed in the 

lives of the people). He argued that a turn to socialism required both the turning 

of traditional intellectuals to the socialist cause and the creation of organic 

intellectuals from within the working class itself. The challenge as Gramsci saw it 

was to enable people to think critically: a task that is epistemological, political 

and educational in nature (Fontana in McNally, 2015).  

There are some key differences between the intellectualism espoused by Gramsci 

and the understanding of critical activism being developed here. It is not the role 

of schools to convert students to socialism: indeed, this would be a case of 

exercising coercive-ideological power. Instead, I contend that the role of 

citizenship education is to engage students in concerted forms of power, and that 

doing so will develop their capacity for critical activism. In the following 

paragraphs I give consideration to each form of power and their relation to critical 

activism.  

Concerted-active power is concerned with direct action as a response to injustice. 

Students utilise this form of power in critical activism when they are engaged in 

acts of cooperation, deliberation and resistance. Concerted-passive power is 

concerned with indirect action as a response to injustice. Students utilise this form 

of power in critical activism when they are engaged in considered negotiation, or 

when they accept a concession, if their analysis of the situation leads them to 

conclude that this is what justice requires.  

Concerted-ideological power is concerned with socialisation. Students utilise this 

form of power in critical activism when they are engaged in the development of 

critical consciousness, truth-telling and moral suasion. Educational activity that 

enables students to understand injustices, learn about those affected, and engage 
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in action that seeks to address those concerns, is a form of socialisation into 

critical activism. It says to students: ‘when we see injustice, we learn about it, 

and we act’.  

Concerted-disciplinary power is concerned with subjectification: the development 

of self-knowledge, conscience and praxis. Students utilise this form of power in 

critical activism when they are engaged in seeing themselves in relation to and as 

part of the broader struggle against injustice and the social movements that arise 

from them. It asks students to consider ‘who am I in relation to this injustice?’. 

It is important to note at this point that students can engage in critical activism 

whether or not they are directly affected by the injustice they are tackling. They 

can act on behalf of their own interests (for example, in relation to poor funding 

of their school or community) or in the interests of others (for example, if students 

take direct action in relation to the unfair treatment of refugees). 

This is why critical activism involves an analysis of the injustice, and the relations 

of power associated with that injustice: when students engage in critical activism, 

they can become part of the web of power relations associated with the injustice. 

In turn, when students involve themselves in this way, they are engaging in the 

political struggle between competing ideas. This is a deeply educational process 

that prepares them for the agonistic public sphere of democratic debate and 

political action (Ruitenberg, 2009a; Hopkins, 2019). When power imbalances are 

observed and addressed in favour of those negatively affected, this has the 

potential of leading to ‘parity of participation’ as understood by Fraser (2005), 

where those affected by injustice act as genuine peers in democratic life. Through 

the practice of critical activism, students can achieve parity of participation for 

themselves, or they can support others in that process. 

In the next section, I construct my understanding of another practice of justice-

oriented citizenship: reparational citizenship.  

 

5.5 Reparational Citizenship 

I introduce the concept of reparational citizenship education in a paper published 

during PhD studies (Walsh, 2020a). In this paper, I engage in a conceptual analysis 
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of the hero narrative, informed by Bhabha’s theory of cultural hybridity (Bhabha, 

2004). I locate the analysis in a practical setting, building on previous scholarly 

work examining Scotland’s relationship with Malawi, and the development and 

educational work arising from the 2005 Cooperation Agreement between the two 

countries. In the paper, I argue that a misleading hero narrative focusing on the 

role of David Livingstone is evident in the Scotland-Malawi partnership work, and 

that a critical re-telling of Livingstone’s role is needed.  

In so doing, I argue that this re-telling makes the case for a reparational approach 

to citizenship education, which involves taking the hero narrative to task. I 

summarise the historical context between Scotland and Malawi, focusing on 

accounts of the relationship between David Livingstone and his servants, the 

Malawian Magololo porters. Bhabha’s theory of cultural hybridity is used to reveal 

the interdependencies and contingencies in this relationship that are concealed by 

the subsequent hero narrative. I argue that this narrative has been constructed 

around David Livingstone and is perpetuated in current policy and educational 

approaches promoted by the Scottish Government and the Scotland–Malawi 

Partnership. The concluding discussion argues that the Scotland–Malawi example 

shows why a reparational approach to citizenship education is required, and how 

such an approach could dismantle and repair the damage caused by the hero 

narrative. 

5.5.1 Citizenship as Reparational Praxis 

My emphasis on the reparational potential of citizenship education begs the 

question: what is it that needs repairing, and what is the role of education in doing 

so? My main consideration in developing a theory of reparational citizenship 

education is in relation to cultural identity. However, as noted elsewhere in the 

thesis and the overall conceptualisation of a socially just citizenry, this is 

intertwined with economic, political and affective concerns. The primary 

educational task, in my view, is to repair the cultural identities that have been 

damaged as a result of exploitation, discrimination, exclusion and indifference. In 

the case of colonisation, I argue that the identities of both post-colonising and 

post-colonised states need to be repaired in the teaching of citizenship education, 

recognising the interdependencies and contingencies between those identities. 
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Citizenship education in this sense is reparational as it refers, using Freire’s words, 

to the ‘making and remaking of ourselves in the process of making history.’ 

(Freire, 2014: 81) 

In the aforementioned paper on the topic (Walsh, 2020a), I aimed to connect 

reparational citizenship education and its focus on cultural identities to 

Andreotti’s reconceptualization of critical Global Citizenship Education, in which 

Andreotti espouses that individuals should be empowered to critique issues of 

inequality, injustice, power and accountability (Andreotti, 2014). I consider 

reparational citizenship education as an actionable response to global injustice 

that can otherwise seem insurmountable to students and teachers, who are liable 

to experience feelings of guilt and helplessness when engaging critically with these 

difficult matters, as Andreotti recognises in her construction. A conceptual shift 

from global to reparational citizenship education is empowering as it implies that 

injustices are within our capabilities of corrective action. Injustice is not 

positioned as an endemic global truth; rather, it is timebound and within our 

collective capacities of redress. 

I show in the paper that the discourse on economic reparations often centres 

around the ‘development and underdevelopment thesis’, which posits that colonial 

powers underdeveloped Africa through exploitation, using the extracted wealth to 

develop their own societies (Etieyibo, 2011; Walsh, 2020a). Reparations are viewed 

as a means for former colonizers to acknowledge and take responsibility for past 

atrocities, such as wealth and resource extraction and forced labour, by providing 

compensation and fostering a sense of justice. These reparations can be symbolic—

like public apologies and memorials—or material, and they can help both 

colonizers and the colonized reaffirm their fundamental values (Pradier, Rubin and 

van der Merwe, 2018; Walsh, 2020a). 

I find agreement in the paper with Coates (2014), who made a moral case for 

reparations while also emphasising that reparations are not just about material 

compensation but that reparations should address fundamental issues of identity 

and reconciling America's self-image with its historical realities. I show that 

colonialism's economic exploitation was often justified by ideological and political 

narratives, such as the glorification of figures like David Livingstone, which 



121 
 

reinforced both class and racial inequalities. This highlights the need for 

reparations to address not only material losses but also cultural and identity-based 

injustices (Walsh, 2020a). 

Drawing on the case of cultural reparations, as advocated by initiatives such as the 

Movement for Black Lives in the U.S. and Black History Month in the UK I argue 

that it is insufficient to address systemic racism and entrenched white supremacy 

in the cultural realm alone. I propose that a comprehensive approach that includes 

both material and cultural reparations is necessary to effectively tackle these 

deep-rooted issues (Walsh, 2020a). 

It is for these reasons that I assert Reparational Citizenship Education should be 

directed at the intersections of cultural identities, taking historical narratives and 

injustices into account. School pupils and teachers can and should address issues of 

the colonial past and the root causes of global inequalities. Doing so may 

strengthen endeavours to move us towards a situation where Western countries 

can begin the task of accepting national responsibility, not just for the atrocities 

of the past, but also for the unjust global representations of those actions in the 

present (Miller, 2008; Walsh, 2020a). I also noted that the approach being 

advanced is likely to be a difficult process that may prompt conflicting and 

uncomfortable dialogue among participants, particularly those from colonising 

countries. This prompted me to recognise that reparational citizenship education 

requires careful consideration, planning and ethical reflection from committed 

educators who are ready to engage with a ‘pedagogy of discomfort’ (Zembylas, 

2015). 

In this section of the thesis, I have sought to summarise my existing work on 

reparational citizenship education, which I argue has implications in the policy and 

practice of citizenship education and for future research in this area. I set out a 

theoretical basis for a mode of citizenship education that includes critical literacy 

but, crucially, extends beyond it to an explicit action-oriented pedagogical project 

imbued with a critical historical consciousness (Walsh, 2020a). 
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5.6 Summary and Conclusion 

In Chapter 5 on political injustice I am attempting to address the third of Fraser's 

key axes of injustice that she recognises in her theory of social justice. I engage in 

an exploration of political injustice, citizenship, critical activism, and a concept of 

my own construction: reparational citizenship. The analysis is grounded in Fraser’s 

philosophy, placed in dialogue with other prominent scholars from the Black 

feminist tradition such as hooks and Collins. Throughout the chapter, the intricate 

interconnectedness of economic, cultural, and political axes of injustice is 

highlighted, underscoring the necessity of a holistic approach to address systemic 

inequalities. 

Fraser's conceptualization of political injustice serves as a foundational point. It is 

identified as one of the key 'axes of injustice' and is deeply entwined with cultural 

and economic injustices. Operating within the state's jurisdiction and decision-

making structures, political injustice is not viewed in isolation; rather, Fraser's 

theory advocates for a comprehensive understanding that simultaneously addresses 

economic, cultural, and political dimensions. The manifestations of political 

injustice, such as exclusion and unequal representation, illuminate how people are 

denied parity of participation in the community's justice claims and political 

decision-making processes. 

Fraser proposes measures of representation as a counter to political injustice. 

Representation, in this context, extends beyond formal political participation to 

encompass social belonging, equal voice, and fair representation in public 

deliberations. This perspective underscores the significance of recognizing the 

multifaceted nature of injustice and emphasizes the need for simultaneous 

attention to economic, cultural, and political dimensions. 

The chapter then introduces two distinct conceptualizations of citizenship: status 

and praxis. Citizenship as status revolves around legal and institutional aspects, 

encompassing formal rights and privileges within a nation-state. Citizenship as 

praxis, in contrast, is presented as an active and participatory engagement with 

civic responsibilities and rights. The discussion brings attention to the potential 

exclusions associated with a purely status-based understanding of citizenship, 
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emphasizing the importance of recognizing citizenship as an everyday practice that 

extends beyond legal recognition. 

My next move in the chapter is to explore the intersection of the political and 

economic dimensions of social justice through discussions on neoliberalism, Modern 

Monetary Theory (MMT), and Degrowth. Neoliberalism co-opts human rights 

language to promote market-driven policies, often neglecting social and economic 

rights. MMT challenges traditional fiscal beliefs, suggesting governments can 

create money indefinitely as long as real resources are available, advocating for 

job guarantee schemes. However, it faces criticisms regarding inflation, fiscal 

discipline, and its global applicability. 

In contrast, Degrowth offers an alternative to perpetual growth, emphasizing 

sustainability and well-being over GDP. It calls for equitable reductions in resource 

consumption, localization of production, and prioritization of public goods. I seek 

to acknowledge the complexity and political implications of these theories, 

advocating for educators to engage students in critical discussions about economic 

alternatives, while highlighting the necessity for political action in economic 

restructuring. 

Critical activism emerges as a crucial approach to justice-oriented citizenship, 

drawing inspiration from Collins, hooks and Gramsci. This concept entails a 

multifaceted process where students learn about injustice, act on their concerns, 

reflect on their capacity to act, and evaluate the impact of their actions. Aligned 

with Collins’ (2013) conceptualisation of ‘intellectual activism’, hooks' (1994) 

'liberatory education for critical consciousness' and Gramsci's (1971) formulation of 

'organic intellectuals,' critical activism becomes an integral aspect of fostering a 

socially just citizenry. 

Moving forward, the discussion transitions to the concept of reparational 

citizenship education. The thesis argues that reparational citizenship education is 

essential for addressing the cultural identity damage resulting from exploitation, 

discrimination, and indifference. Reparational citizenship is not solely focused on 

economic reparations but extends to repairing cultural identities. The thesis aligns 

this approach with hooks' and Freire's frameworks for critical pedagogy, 
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emphasizing the transformative potential of education in the process of making 

and remaking identities. 

Reparational citizenship education is positioned as an actionable response to global 

injustices, particularly those rooted in historical legacies of colonization. In this 

chapter I draw parallels between economic reparations, which involve 

acknowledging and compensating for past wrongs, and cultural reparations, which 

focus on recognizing and repairing damaged cultural identities – the latter being a 

fundamentally educational task. Following Fraser, the interconnected nature of 

economic, cultural, and political dimensions is underscored, challenging any 

attempts to address one aspect in isolation. 

I discuss the importance of careful planning and ethical reflection in implementing 

reparational citizenship education. Acknowledging the potential discomfort and 

conflicting dialogues that may arise, the thesis advocates for an approach that 

recognizes the complexities of historical narratives and global inequalities. 

This chapter attempts to provide a rich exploration of political injustice, 

citizenship, the politics of economic restructuring, critical activism, and the 

concept of reparational citizenship. Grounded in the philosophy of Fraser, placed 

in dialogue with other scholars, in this chapter I emphasise the interconnectedness 

of economic, cultural, and political dimensions in the pursuit of a socially just 

citizenry. I contend that it contributes insights into the role of education in 

addressing historical injustices and fostering transformative citizenship. The 

chapter therefore serves as a philosophical foundation for the practical 

implementation of justice-oriented citizenship education. 

I suggest that an education of a socially just citizenry, within the domain of 

political injustice, requires a critical understanding of the following: 

• The state's jurisdiction and decision-making structures. 

• The manifestations of political injustice, such as exclusion and unequal 

representation. 

• Social belonging, equal voice, and fair representation in public 

deliberations. 
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• The potential exclusions associated with a purely status-based 

understanding of citizenship, recognizing citizenship as an everyday practice 

that extends beyond legal recognition. 

• How neoliberalism co-opts human rights language to promote market-driven 

policies, often neglecting social and economic rights. 

• Visions for alternative economic structures rooted in post-capitalist thought, 

such as Modern Monetary Theory and Degrowth. 

• Forms of critical activism: where students learn about injustice, act on their 

concerns, reflect on their capacity to act, and evaluate the impact of their 

actions. 

• Forms of justice-oriented citizenship practices, an example being 

reparational citizenship: addressing the cultural identity damage resulting 

from exploitation, discrimination, and indifference. 
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Chapter 6 | Affective Injustice: Resisting Indifference 

6.1 Affective Injustice and Relational Equality 

Affective injustice is identified by Lynch (2012; Cantillon and Lynch, 2017) as an 

additional paradigm of injustice that she argues is missing from Fraser’s tripartite 

model of justice. According to Lynch, affective injustice is entwined with and 

mutually supportive of Fraser’s ‘axes of injustice’: economic, cultural and political 

injustice (Fraser, 1995, 2005). As such, I assume here that affective injustice 

cannot be considered entirely on its own; indeed, the main thrust of Fraser’s 

theory of justice seeks to challenge dissociation between forms of injustice. While 

Fraser argues that the axes of injustice can be usefully considered as conceptually 

distinct, she recognises that struggles against these forms of injustice, in reality, 

depend on all of them being simultaneously addressed. Lynch follows Fraser in this 

by arguing that affective injustice is similarly intertwined. 

Affective injustice is located at the level of relationality and interdependencies: 

the ‘affective domain of life as a discrete site of social practice’ (Lynch, 2012: 49). 

Examples of affective injustice or relational inequality, according to Lynch, are 

inequalities in the doing or receiving of love, care and solidarity. Affective 

injustice occurs when:  

• people are deprived of the love, care and solidarity (LCS) they need to 

survive and develop as human beings  

• when they are abused, violated or neglected affectively  

• when the burdens and pleasures of care and love work are unequally 

distributed in society  

• indirectly when people are not recognised economically, politically and/or 

culturally (e.g. through education) for that work and when love, care and 

solidarity work is trivialised by omission from public discourse (Lynch, 2012: 

50, emphasis in original)  

Affective injustice corresponds to and is enabled by the relational 

(inter)dependencies in society. 

Lynch argues that affective injustice is countered by measures of establishing 

relational equality. Examples of relational equality she provides include ‘love 
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relations’ of interdependency, attachment and intimacy; ‘care relations’ of 

friendship, commitment and emotional engagement; and ‘solidarity relations’ of 

political concern, support and action.  

6.2 The Emotions of Social Justice 

Advocates of critical pedagogy argue that we should recover a ‘critical edge’ in 

education in support of social justice and democracy. Post-critical pedagogy 

challenges this view, suggesting that it is founded on a hatred of the status quo 

and that educators should, instead, cultivate love for the world. In this chapter I 

argue that an essential function of education is to provide an opportunity to 

interrogate social injustice and inequalities, along with the complex range of 

emotions, including anger, which come in its wake. Instead of requiring children to 

develop a love of the world, I suggest here that society needs to demonstrate to 

children that they are loved. This raises questions about the role of pedagogy in 

cultivating social arrangements characterised by love, care and solidarity. This 

role, I argue, is to be found in the very struggle between anger and hope, love and 

hatred. 

I argue in favour of a critical philosophy of education and social justice that 

legitimises the seemingly contradictory feelings of anger (directed at injustices, 

past and present) and hope (for a better future). As an entry point, I develop an 

analysis of post-critical pedagogy (Hodgson, Vlieghe and Zamojski, 2018), a 

philosophical approach that claims ‘the work of critical pedagogy is largely done’ 

and calls for a move towards post-critical pedagogy that focuses on cultivating love 

for all that is good in the world. I elucidate the role of emotions inherent in this 

claim; that critical pedagogy has its foundations in hatred for the status quo and 

this hatred needs to be contained to enable transformation in education. 

I contend that education cannot afford to ignore either the anger brought about by 

social inequalities, or the hope required to undo them. Using Berlant’s construct of 

cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011) I argue that the task is not necessarily to take sides 

but to identify the nature of the emotional struggles within the debate. I suggest 

that a theory of social justice that recognises the need for critical hope (Duncan-

Andrade, 2009) and affective equality (Cantillon and Lynch, 2017) provides a 

potential route forward.  
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In the following section I provide a brief summary of critical pedagogy as 

understood by Giroux (2011), one of its main proponents, and the call from 

Hodgson et al to embrace post-critical pedagogy. I then discuss my own position 

which is that while the role of critical pedagogy should not be cast aside, 

educators should nonetheless embrace the proposition that love, care, solidarity 

and hope should feature more prominently in a refreshed view of critical 

pedagogy.    

6.2.1 Critical and Post-Critical Pedagogies 

Giroux (2011) explains that ‘the principles guiding [his] work on critical pedagogy 

are grounded in critique as a mode of analysis that interrogates texts, institutions, 

social relations, and ideologies as part of the script of official power’ (p. 4, 

emphasis added). This demands that educators actively and intellectually engage 

in the struggles of justice, developing a contextual understanding of the issues 

faced by their students as well as the threat to democracy posed by neoliberal 

economic structures. Giroux argues that doing so equips educators with the critical 

imagination necessary to understand how power can work ‘in the interest of 

justice, equality and freedom’ (p. 5). His view is that prevailing social conditions 

work directly against these aims, resulting in a mode of education that is 

dominated by economic interests, the perpetuation of social inequalities and the 

erosion of democracy itself. The quest for hope, according to Giroux, demands 

that education and critical pedagogy are ‘rooted in a project that is tied to the 

cultivation of an informed, critical citizenry capable of participating and governing 

in a democratic society’ (p. 7). He sees the function of education as producing 

citizens that are pre-disposed to engaging in struggles of justice, within a broader 

project of public pedagogy and democratisation in which educators have a central 

role as culturally informed public intellectuals. 

Giroux does little to conceal his anger and frustration, describing a bleak world 

that considers an entire generation of young people as surplus to requirements 

unless they become viable market-oriented economic agents. This ‘disposable 

youth’, as he terms it, is required to embrace the neoliberal conditions of 

precarity, competition and individual responsibility as a way of life: they are 

‘forced to view the world and redefine the nature of their own childhood between 
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the borders of hopelessness and despair’ (p. 93). The state is described as a 

punitive, controlling and violent orthodoxy in which trust, respect and agency have 

given way to fear, suspicion and surveillance. Influenced by Paulo Freire, Giroux 

sees education and pedagogy as the practice of hope, freedom and democracy, 

attained through a critical spirit that tackles injustice by naming it and acting on 

the convictions of critical analysis. 

It is against this perspective that Hodgson et al construct their call for post-critical 

pedagogy. In line with Hannah Arendt, the authors disagree that education should 

have political aims, arguing instead that education is intrinsically valuable and 

does not require external goals. It makes little sense therefore to speak of 

education for citizenship or education for democracy, as this would deny the value 

of education for its own sake. Additionally, the authors claim that critical 

pedagogy paradoxically works against the possibility of transformation as its 

ideological single-mindedness makes joint endeavours more difficult. They argue 

that critical pedagogy requires citizens to submit to a perpetually critical view of 

the world, instructed by an all-knowing ‘master of critique’. Critical pedagogues 

engage in the seemingly endless task of correcting the world’s injustices while 

being emotionally consumed by ‘a certain hate for the existing form of the world, 

and simultaneously by love for an imaginary world that will never come’ (p. 10).  

Critical pedagogy, as described, insists that students and educators must agree on 

the form and content of today’s injustices and on a certain political vision of a 

future world that we should aim to create. A set of shared values needs to be 

identified and assimilated before collective action can take place.  To Hodgson et 

al, this insistence is not only unrealistic but represents a lack of respect for the 

abilities of students and even a form of intellectual violence, which makes 

collective action virtually impossible. They recommend instead that educators 

work with students based on an assumption of equality: a philosophical position 

developed by Rancière, later augmented by Biesta (2017). This involves proceeding 

on the basis that students and educators already possess the ability to understand, 

speak and act together. The authors claim that this creates an atmosphere 

characterised by pedagogical hermeneutics: ‘a space of thought, a way of 

speaking, an attitude that enables the existing and the new generation to meet, 
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talk with each other, and act together and in doing so to (re)establish a relation 

with the world’ (p. 13). Acting on the basis of this assumption has a transformative 

impact all of its own, informed not only by critical judgements of what is wrong 

with the world but an agreement of what is worth passing on to the next 

generation: sharing and cultivating an affirmative ‘love for the world’ as it exists 

in the present, instead of putting energies into a deferred and unattainable future.  

The authors emphasise that post-critical pedagogy is not anti-critical, nor is it a 

denial of injustices and inequalities. Rather, it is an attempt to recognise that the 

work of critical pedagogy is now complete: the critiques have successfully 

described the unjust conditions of contemporary living. However, they insist there 

is little evidence that generating further critique will change either the actions of 

people or the wider systemic injustices. What is required now is to move on to the 

task of collectively transforming the world. The authors note that transformation 

through education is a goal shared by proponents of critical and post-critical 

pedagogy, even though they differ on the conditions required for transformation to 

happen.   

In the next section I argue that the disagreement being raised here does not 

necessarily reveal fundamentally irreconcilable differences between critical and 

post-critical pedagogies. Proponents of both positions recognise that critique and 

affirmation are necessary components of educational transformation. I suggest 

below that the disagreement does not hinge on an intellectual incompatibility but 

on a subtler difference concerning affect and the emotions. As such, this is a 

useful disagreement, as it reveals a need to better understand the emotional 

underpinning of social justice and the associated role of pedagogy. Using Berlant’s 

affective theorisation of cruel optimism, while also addressing the work of 

Nussbaum, I demonstrate the complex emotional work of social justice and how 

this can be folded into the philosophy and practice of critical pedagogy.     

6.2.2 Cruel Optimism 

The role of the emotions in issues of justice is well-trodden ground in philosophical 

literature. Nussbaum (2015) provides a comprehensive account of political 

emotions that seeks to augment a Rawlsian approach to justice via her analysis of 

emotions in the works of political thinkers such as Rousseau, Herder, Mozart, 
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Comte, Mill and Tagore. Without reference to critical or post-critical pedagogies, 

she nonetheless articulates the tensions I am addressing between these 

perspectives. According to her account, it is a matter of achieving a balance 

between hope for the future and reality in the present, informed by an 

understanding of the emotions and their relationship to issues of justice: 

[We must] embrace real people as they are, rather than engaging in 
unrealistic projects that are all too likely to lead, down the road, to a 
hatred of the actual. And yet we should not want a political culture that 
simply pats people on the back, rather than trying to make things in the 
world better and more just than they currently are… Striking the right 
balance between aspiration and acceptance is one of the most difficult and 
delicate tasks of the political life, as of the personal. But the right balance 
cannot be one that erases the longing for justice. (Nussbaum, 2015: 117) 

Nussbaum asserts that emotions play a vital role in all political ideas: monarchies 

rely on cultivating a ‘childlike dependency’; authoritarianism and fascism rely on 

the hatred and subjugation of minor groups; libertarianism limits the role of 

sympathy in favour of competitiveness. In Political Emotions she is specifically 

addressing the role of emotions in issues of justice. She makes it clear that while 

she is influenced by the political liberalism of Rawls, she is not analysing the 

Rawlsian well-ordered society. Instead, she is focused on ‘nations aspiring to 

justice’. I find however that in focusing on issues of justice, Nussbaum does not 

adequately address how we should tackle injustice and the conflicting emotions of 

this struggle. Nussbaum’s aspirational focus obscures the realities of injustice as 

they exist in the present and the social struggles required to repair these realities. 

The goal of a socially just order becomes a distraction from the process required to 

create it.  

Her argument is that the core values of justice should be espoused by political 

leaders with an understanding of the need to address emotions in their political 

speeches. She describes the values that should be promoted in aspirational terms 

as ‘goals’, such as: equality, dignity, recognition of agency and vulnerability, 

national sovereignty, respect and tolerance, prevention of violence and fraud, and 

redistribution. However, this account of ‘values as goals’ does not appear to make 

use of empirical research describing the nature of values and as a result can be 

challenged on those grounds. Schwartz’s theory of Basic Human Values, for 

instance, shows that values are closely related to goals but they refer, in the main, 
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to the motivations that inform those goals (Schwartz, 2012). Schwartz shows that 

it is the relative importance of values that reveals not only which values we 

prioritise but also the emotional struggles involved in prioritising them. 

Nussbaum’s insistence that certain ‘good’ values should be encouraged while ‘bad’ 

values should be discouraged may be useful in identifying which principles we can 

associate with justice, but it risks simplifying both the nature of values and the 

pedagogical processes involved in resolving the conflicts of values. It is this 

conflict, which is primarily emotional as values become infused with feeling 

especially when they are threatened, that shapes our actions (Schwartz, 2012). 

This could mean that aspiring towards an ideal of justice may ultimately matter 

less than the struggle in which we engage to achieve it. In other words, 

Nussbaum’s aspirational view of justice could represent what Berlant (2011) refers 

to as a case of cruel optimism.  

According to Berlant, ‘a relation of cruel optimism exists when something you 

desire is actually an obstacle to your flourishing’ (p. 1). More specifically, it is ‘the 

condition of maintaining an attachment to a significantly problematic object’ (p. 

24, emphasis added). Berlant contests that attachment is always optimistic but can 

sometimes be cruel, especially when we are attached ‘to what we call “the good 

life,” which is for so many a bad life that wears out the subjects who nonetheless, 

and at the same time, find their conditions of possibility within it.’ (p. 27) She 

argues that the theoretical prism of attachment and trauma is an insufficient way 

to understand contemporary modes of living and adjustment to what she terms 

crisis ordinariness. The cycle of trauma and recovery, comparable to ‘boom and 

bust’ economics is, for many people and working-class families in particular, what 

now constitutes ordinary living. Any control they maintain is a form of lateral 

agency, defined as ‘a mode of coasting consciousness within the ordinary that 

helps people survive the stress on their sensorium that comes from the difficulty of 

reproducing contemporary life’ (p. 18). 

Berlant understands citizenship not only as a legal status but as an affective state 

of social belonging. The modes of survival in the harsh conditions of neoliberalism 

effectively force citizens to scavenge for a sense of that belonging, while capitalist 

culture insists that they conform to the individualist myth of meritocracy with its 
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promises of better things to come for the good workers in society. The best that 

many citizens can hope for is to be exploited by the conditions of precarious living. 

As such, they are pressured to become complicit in their own oppression, within a 

mode of citizenship that ‘marks out agency not as that which changes the world 

but as that which bargains with it… belonging isn’t an a priori but something that 

must be purchased by participation in the everyday economy’ (p. 171). 

She turns to Lillian Rubin’s ethnographic studies of working-class families as an 

illustration of how children are affected by this model of living. Rubin observes 

that  

…children watch the parents’ worlds shrink inwardly to the scale of getting 
through the day… “When a child’s experience suggests that the adults on 
whom he must depend for survival have little control as well, his fears of 
being unprotected and over-whelmed are so great that he must either deny 
and repress his experience or succumb to his terror.” Thus, the working-
class child is directed away from critique or complaint. (p. 186-187) 

Presumably, the working-class children being described are already skilled in 

talking about what is good in the world, to use the post-critical pedagogical 

expression. The problem is that the frame of reference, their world and not the 

world, is one of perpetual crisis. The children become ‘…depressive realists, not 

idealizing, for the most part, their parents’ struggles or modes of survival while at 

the same time feeling protective of them for the ordinariness of their social 

humiliation.’ (p. 187) 

Berlant’s sophisticated analysis combines elements of both critical and post-

critical pedagogies. Her critique of modern living, characterised by precarity, 

oppression of the working classes and the hyper-individualised capitalist culture, is 

scathing. This is clearly a critical mode of analysis that informs not only her 

argument but the potential for action she later identifies. She does not insist that 

citizens should focus on all that is good in the world, to the contrary, she cautions 

against the possibility of becoming attached to notions of ‘the good life’ that 

paradoxically hold them back.  

She does, however, shift to an affirmative position that is perhaps more aligned to 

a post-critical pedagogical attitude. Despite her foregoing analysis of precarity, 

she insists that ‘…the conditions for solidarity persist’ (p. 255). It seems that 

Berlant would agree to some extent with the post-critical position that the work of 
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critique is done and that we should now focus on possibilities that emerge from our 

current reality, or as she puts it:  

It seems that all of the talking has already happened, and everyone is in 
survival time. This, and not the optimism of political being as such, is what 
it means to live collectively, within a kind of loose solidarity, in the crisis-
shaped ordinary… (p. 255).  

Berlant describes the desire for political solidarity as a desire for belonging, and 

political action as the very act of not being worn out by politics, consumed by a 

hatred of the status quo as Hodgson and colleagues might put it. The solidarity she 

describes emerges directly from the precarious and stressful scavenging for 

survival that characterises modern living. It is a solidarity that involves debating 

‘what the baselines of survival should be in the near future’ (p. 262), without 

insisting on a commitment to the ends of ‘the good life’. Berlant commends us to 

the process of making solidarity itself. This is not about the creation of an 

idealised trusting community; it is about creating community in the absence of 

trust. She describes her project as a process of ‘undoing a world while making one’ 

which requires facing the challenges posed by ‘bruising processes of detachment 

from anchors in the world, along with optimistic projections of a world that is 

worth our attachment to it’ (p. 263).  

As such, I find that Berlant’s work straddles elements of both critical and post-

critical pedagogies, to the extent that a claim of real distance between those 

positions sounds like a case of theoretical nit-picking. It would make little 

intellectual sense to move on from critical pedagogy completely to a new, post-

critical, phase. I consider both positions as part of the same intellectual paradigm, 

which is ultimately a project of transformation through education, creating 

solidarity, agency and justice.  

Applying Berlant’s analysis to this debate reveals, however, that both critical and 

post-critical pedagogies neglect to attend sufficiently to the affective domain and 

the role of emotions. It is the affective domain, I propose, that highlights the main 

distinction between the two positions. That is to say, the distance between critical 

and post-critical pedagogies is emotional rather than intellectual. Not only that, 

but a Berlantian reading of this debate highlights the emotional work needing 

clarified in relation to critical pedagogy.  
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The question this raises is: what is the emotional work involved in shifting from 

hard-edged critique to solidarity, or to put it another way, from anger to hope? 

The answer to this, I propose, points us in the direction of critical hope and 

affective equality. In the final section of the chapter, I connect the critical 

pedagogy debate, and my Berlantian response to it, to these theoretical 

possibilities. 

6.2.3 Pedagogical Emotions 

I have argued above that Berlant’s work highlights the emotional distance between 

critical and post-critical pedagogies, and that this analysis reveals the affective 

work involved in social justice and pedagogy. What is required now, however, is an 

exposition of how this fertile philosophical terrain can enable pedagogical practice 

to take root, particularly in educational settings affected by social injustices and 

inequality. I will refer to this approach as a pedagogy of social justice. The focus 

on emotions and affect in this chapter takes us towards what Duncan-Andrade 

(2009) has previously referred to as critical hope: confronting injustice while 

addressing the material, reflexive and collective struggle of transformation. This 

requires turning principles into practice using methods such as: i) combining a 

critical spirit with an affirmative view of the human capacity for solidarity and 

social renewal; ii) connecting the anger and moral outrage of injustice to action; 

iii) building solidarity, loving and caring relationships from the everyday pain and 

suffering experienced by students and the community; (iv) steeling everyone 

involved for the struggles of social justice, both in terms of self-examination and 

social change; and (v) sharing in the suffering of others while connecting that 

suffering directly to pedagogical practice. 

This practical connection to pedagogy can be made using a renewed perspective of 

social justice that recognises the role of the emotions and particularly what 

Cantillon and Lynch (2017) refer to as affective equality. They argue that the 

creation of socially just societies ‘need to be directed by norms of love, care, and 

solidarity’ (p. 171) and a ‘connection-based conception of equality and justice’ (p. 

173). Returning for a moment to the idea of working with students based on a 

Rancièrean assumption of equality as required by post-critical pedagogues, let us 

extend this proposal towards an assumption of affective equality. This would mean 
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recognising that all children i) are equally deserving of love, care and solidarity as 

a matter of justice; ii) are entitled to express their anger and frustration 

concerning injustice; and iii) have a right to be heard and for their views and 

feelings to be acted upon. 

In the context of childhood poverty, for instance, this entails challenging the 

existence of poverty and refusing to accept it on both intellectual and emotional 

levels, engaging students and the whole community in a project that reveals the 

material and psychological impact that poverty exerts, and affirming the modes 

and techniques of survival employed by the community. This process may disclose 

instances of cruel optimism, conflicting emotions of anger and hope, and a ‘desire 

for the political’ manifested in the community’s ambition for recognition, respect 

and belonging. The struggle between these conflicting scenes of injustice can and 

should be accounted for in a pedagogy of social justice that witnesses but also 

interferes with the anger and mistrust created by precarious living, while not 

losing sight of the hope that be engendered through a collective struggle for 

solidarity. The attitude and practice of love, care and solidarity in the context of 

justice is perhaps best articulated by hooks (2001): 

Love is as love does, and it is our responsibility to give children love. When 
we love children we acknowledge by our every action that they are not 
property, that they have rights – that we respect and uphold their rights. 
Without justice there can be no love. (p. 30) 

Hooks goes on to say that the ‘heart of justice is truth telling, seeing ourselves and 

the world the way it is rather than the way we want it to be’ (p. 33). This provides 

an opportunity to clarify that the pedagogical approach I am advocating involves 

creating a space for truth telling, recognising in particular that devastation, 

trauma, anger and hatred are justifiable human responses to conditions of 

injustice. The counterbalance to that in education, however, is that there needs to 

be a clear distinction between recognising anger and hatred in students, 

encouraging its safe and appropriate expression, while not allowing anger and 

hatred to manifest in ways that are unsafe, violent or abusive.  

It is important therefore to consider philosophical understandings of these 

emotional responses to injustice. Here I wish to consider the claim of Hodgson et 

al (Hodgson, Vlieghe and Zamojski, 2018) that critical pedagogues harbour a 



137 
 

‘hatred of the status quo’ and to consider what is at stake when critical 

pedagogues are accused of being motivated by hatred. My contribution here is to 

briefly contrast an Aristotelian philosophy of hatred with the contrasting 

philosophy of Nietzsche. This is relevant to the critical/post-critical debate as 

these perspectives are responses to conceptions of social justice and democracy. 

Aristotle does not necessarily see hatred as a bad thing. Quite the opposite, he 

asserts that the nature of virtue relates to emotions felt ‘at the right times, with 

reference to the right objects, towards the right people, with the right motive, 

and in the right way’ (Roberts, 1989: 295). If hatred of injustice can be considered 

‘the right motive’, it follows that this feeling emanates from a virtue such as 

compassion, as it concerns the effects of injustice on those who are suffering it 

(Roberts, 1989). By contrast, for Nietzsche, democracy and equality are the very 

conditions that engender misarchism; hatred of authority and of those who are 

considered to be ‘happy, proud, victorious’ (Siemens, 2009: 29). According to 

Nietzsche, the quest for democracy and equality means that human nature itself is 

under threat. He asserts that human inequality, or ‘pluralism’ as he sees it, can be 

compared to the laws of nature and any attempt to achieve equality or democracy 

is effectively a rejection of human nature and in particular ‘the higher kind of 

human’.  

These opposing philosophical approaches to hatred raise important questions about 

what ‘hatred of the status quo’ means and whether it can be considered a 

desirable or ethical motivation. A pedagogy of social justice, as understood in this 

chapter and elsewhere in the thesis, is directed toward the Aristotelian 

understanding of hatred as described above. This entails that anger and hatred 

have an important role to play in social justice. Adopting a pedagogy of social 

justice means simultaneously cultivating indignation directed at injustice while 

also engendering a love for all that is good and hope for a better future. One can 

love, hate or be angered by elements of the status quo depending on whether we 

perceive them as injustices or not. What is important is our ability to appropriate 

feelings towards an ethical and moral concern for justice (Roberts, 1989). 

Emotional responses should be seen in the social context in which they arise, and 

as Frömm argues, society itself ‘must be organized in such a way that man’s social, 
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loving nature is not separated from his social existence’ (cited by hooks, 2001 p. 

91). 

This line of enquiry leads me to conclude that anger is a legitimate and important 

emotional response to injustice. It would be a mistake to interpret anger as a 

flawed response to injustices such as exploitation, racism, repression or 

indifference. This remains true whether the anger is felt or expressed on a 

personal or political level (White, 2012); indeed, political anger can be felt on a 

deeply personal level. If anger refers to the frustration concerning the effects of 

injustice, and hatred is a visceral response concerning the very existence of 

injustice and a desire for it to be irradicated; then I contend that there is a role 

for both in resisting injustice. However, this comes with a necessary stipulation 

that hatred should not be directed at people, even when those people could be 

said to be responsible for injustice. Instead, my contention is that hatred can 

legitimately be directed against the structures and systems of oppression that give 

rise to injustice.  

Therefore, my interpretation of White’s (2012) distinction between the personal 

and the political is that this can be more usefully applied to hatred than anger. 

Educators should not balk at expressions of ‘hatred of the status quo’ or seek to 

punish students who express their political refusal of unjust structures. Rather, it 

is the role of social justice educators to create the conditions for the exploration 

of social arrangements that give rise to intense emotional responses. In so doing, 

the social justice educator aims to channel ‘hatred of the status quo’ into hope for 

a better future. In the following section, I build on this line of thinking further by 

develop my understanding of a concept that is predominantly economic in nature 

but the reality of which can generate precisely the intensity of emotion alluded to 

above: precarity.  

6.3 Precarity 

The concept of precarity can be utilised to represent conditions of labour and 

work, a category of class, an ontological experience, and an unequal division of 

experience between the Global North and South (Millar, 2017; Vij, 2019). This 

plurality of definition and exposition can be partly explained in an epistemic 

sense, where differences emerge between bodies of knowledge, associated 
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disciplines of practice, as well as the political intentions and ideological 

commitments of theorists. Sociologists such as Furlong and colleagues (Furlong and 

Kelly, 2005; Furlong and Cartmel, 2007; Furlong, 2015, 2017), drawing on Beck and 

Bourdieu, tend to concentrate on precarious employment and how this impacts on 

youth transitions. The economist Guy Standing goes further, referencing labour 

conditions to make the broader claim that precarity has become ubiquitous and 

can be said to have formed a new global class structure (Standing, 2011, 2014). 

Philosopher Judith Butler (2004) distinguishes between precarity as a political 

economic condition and precarious life as an ontological experience of being in the 

world – a view developed by Berlant (2011), who seeks to identify the affective 

dimension of precarity and how aspirations for ‘the good life’ are not only 

misguided, but can prevent those very ambitions from coming to fruition. Some of 

these perspectives have been critiqued by postcolonial scholars who claim that 

these understandings of precarity are emblematic of the social divide between the 

Global North and Global South (Munck, 2013; Scully, 2016; Vij, 2019). These 

distinct conceptualisations come with many inherent tensions. I view the concept 

of precarity as being relevant to each of the dimensions of social justice I am 

developing in this thesis – economic, cultural, political, and affective – and to the 

concept of social power. As such, it proves a useful concept for my purposes here. 

I develop the view that a socially just citizenry is to be found within the tensions I 

have identified above. 

6.3.1 Precarity, Employment and Class 

I enter into a discussion of precarity by engaging critically with the concept of the 

‘precariat’, brought to prominence by the work of Standing (2011, 2014). Standing 

argues that economic precarity has become a global condition that turns many 

citizens into ‘denizens’ who are denied many or all of the rights normally 

associated with citizenship, either by removing such rights or by preventing certain 

groups (such as asylum seekers) from accessing them in the first place. This has 

come about due to a rise in what he describes as ‘utilitarian democracy’ and a 

‘commodified politics’ that seeks to win majority power by appealing to middle-

class voters (Standing, 2014). According to Standing, this has resulted in the rise of 

‘rentier capitalism’ – a model characterised by the erosion of income distribution 

and the upward concentration of wealth – which  has effectively supplanted the 
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model of social democracy, resulting in the formation of a new global class 

structure (Standing, 2018).  

This class structure is comprised of the plutocracy (a small but corrupt group of 

billionaires); an elite serving the interests of the plutocracy (often known as the 

‘one percent’); a shrinking salariat with high levels of income security and 

associated benefits; a growing group of proficians with high salaries but who risk 

burnout due to frenetic working patterns; the dwindling proletariat (the European 

working class and American middle class, many of whom are now falling into the 

‘precariat’); and a ‘precariat’ characterised by unstable labour, low incomes, 

precarious working arrangements and a loss of citizenship rights. This results, 

according to Standing, in a widespread state of anxiety he refers to as the 

‘precariatized mind’ (Standing, 2018). 

Standing argues that the ‘precariat’ is ‘the emerging mass class’ (p. 119). It is not 

a homogenous group, but it is a distinct global class nonetheless, identifiable by 

distinguishable features many of which are experienced by no other group:  

• Relations of production: work is characterised by insecure, unstable and 

volatile employment, as well as periods of unemployment. 

• Relations of distribution: the ‘precariat’ has little or no access to non-wage 

perks (leave, pensions) and community benefits (support networks, the 

commons). 

• Relations to the state: members of the ‘precariat’ are supplicants who are 

dependent on charity while simultaneously demonised for social and 

political disorder. 

• Lack of occupational identity: the ‘precariat’ has no access to communities 

of practice, uncertainty about life trajectories, resulting in trauma and 

anxiety.  

• Lack of control over time: unpredictable activity is caused by zero-hours 

contracts and requirements to perform additional unpaid work such as form-

filling and networking. 

• Detachment from labour: this psychological detachment makes the 

‘precariat’ less likely than the proletariat to develop false consciousness but 

more likely to feel alienated from work. 
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• Low social mobility: declining social mobility in Europe and North America 

disproportionately affects the ‘precariat’. 

• Over-qualification: workers, for the first time, are generally over-qualified 

for the labour expected of them. This is particularly true for the ‘precariat’. 

• Uncertainty: exposure to uncertainty is greater for the ‘precariat’ due to an 

unpredictable open market economy. Fewer resources area available to 

draw on when adversity occurs. 

• Poverty and precarity traps: social insurance has given way to means-tested 

state benefits targeting the poor. An effective tax rate of 80 per cent means 

there is no incentive to take low-paying jobs.  

(Standing, 2014: 16-28) 

These features combine in a way that means the ‘precariat’ is not only distinct but 

a ‘potentially transformative ‘dangerous class’’ (p. 16 - see also Standing, 2018). 

Whereas the proletariat was defined by demands for decent labour, Standing 

claims that members of the ‘precariat’ aspire towards ‘freedom from labour’ as a 

part of a progressive desire for self-definition. Life satisfaction is not to be gained 

through stable work: the ‘precariat’ is looking elsewhere for change. According to 

Standing, there is no possibility of a unified ‘working class’ as many workers, such 

as members of the salariat, enjoy the benefits of high incomes while the 

‘precariat’ struggles. Neoliberal policy making has eroded many sources of social 

solidarity and reciprocity, to the extent that Standing sees the ‘precariat’ as a 

‘class at war with itself’ (Standing, 201: 29). He divides the ‘precariat’ into three 

main varieties:  

• Atavists – the relatively uneducated working class living in deprivation who 

are vulnerable to populist and neo-fascist political agendas. Atavists mourn 

a lost past. 

• Nostalgics – a traditional denizen group who are alienated from mainstream 

society and politics such as migrants and asylum seekers, in addition to 

some disabled individuals and ex-convicts. Nostalgics feel as though they are 

alienated from the present. 

• Progressives – a rapidly growing group of educated young people, some of 

whom have drifted out of the salariat, who share a progressive vision for 
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change but lack the ability to enact such change. Progressives feel that they 

have lost their future.  

(Standing, 2018: 119) 

Standing locates his hopes for social transformation among the last variety – the 

progressives – although he argues that this would demand an emergent ‘common 

consciousness’ among all three varieties of the ‘precariat’. As such, he argues that 

the ‘precariat’ is the ‘dangerous class’ in that ‘its class interests are opposed to 

the mainstream political agendas of the twentieth century, the neo-liberalism of 

the mainstream ‘right’ and the labourism of social democracy’ (Standing, 2014: 

31). Standing’s response to the situation is summarised in what he refers to as a 

‘Precariat Charter’. This is a wide-ranging list of demands ranging from the 

definition, measurement, practices and regulation of work and labour; 

representation, bargaining abilities and protections for workers; protections for 

the rights of migrants and disabled people; access to due process in legal, social 

and employment disputes; ending poverty and precarity traps, benefit 

assessments, workfare, unregulated payday and student loans, financial subsidies 

and reliance on charities; access to financial advice and de-commodified 

education; the institution of universal basic income and sovereign wealth funds to 

redistribute cash and capital income; and a revival of the commons and 

deliberative democracy. 

As Standing is an economist, it is hardly surprising that his argument is primarily 

economic in nature. He argues that relations of production and distribution, the 

distinction as he sees it between work and labour, and the measurement and 

regulation of employment, should be explicitly tied to the issues of rights, 

citizenship, democracy and class. Similarly, his suggested solutions of a universal 

basic income and sovereign wealth funds are primarily economic. While Standing 

can be credited with garnering an impressive level of influence and attention 

towards the concept of the ‘precariat’, it is important to note that others have 

been documenting conditions of precarity faced by young people in particular, for 

many years, leading to the question of whether precarity can be regarded as 

something ‘new’, and if so, ‘new for whom?’ (Millar, 2017: 2).  
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The work of Furlong and colleagues in relation to youth transitions and social 

change is of particular importance here (Furlong and Kelly, 2005; Furlong and 

Cartmel, 2007; Furlong, 2015, 2017). In contrast to Standing’s claim of the 

relatively recent emergence of the ‘precariat’, Furlong describes how precarious 

work can be historicised within a critique of neoliberal government policies from 

the 1970s onwards, with ‘zones of insecurity’ developing insidiously over several 

decades that have come to define people’s lives spanning several generations 

(Furlong, 2017; Woodman, Shildrick and MacDonald, 2020). Furlong and colleagues 

support their arguments with robust empirical data, whereas Standing does not 

routinely distinguish between empirical claims (evidence-based statements of 

observed reality) and normative claims (moral or political statements concerning 

the way things ought to be). This runs the risk of failing to adequately recognise 

the construction of precarity as an active expression of social power, and the 

normative analytical distinction between legitimate and illegitimate power. In 

other words, precarity can be understood as an empirical reality – a form of 

domination from which people should escape – or as a form of normative analysis 

in which conditions of precarity can not only be critiqued but can themselves have 

emancipatory potential (Haugaard, 2010, 2012).    

6.3.2 Precarity and the North/South Divide 

While I find Standing’s analysis useful and compelling in many ways, it is important 

at this point to note where my understanding of precarity differs most 

substantially from his position. Standing is criticised convincingly by Vij (2019) and 

Scully (2016) for failing to fully recognise the cultural dimension of social justice, 

despite his attempt to link his economic argument to cultural imperatives. Vij 

notes Standing’s polemic criticism of those who claim that multiculturalism and 

migrants should be regarded as a threat to security, but argues that Standing 

remains tethered to a liberal account of the sovereign subject within western 

capitalist modernity (Vij, 2019). The consequence of this is that the Global South 

(or what was previously called the ‘Third World’) is subtly portrayed as the 

standard of abjection against which those in the Global North must defend itself. 

This criticism can be levelled against Beck and his concept of ‘Brazilianization’, 

which openly asserts that the developed ‘first world’ is starting to resemble the 

less developed ‘third world’ (Furlong and Kelly, 2005; Furlong, 2015). This line of 
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critique suggests that Standing’s approach sits in contrast to a call for global 

solidarity among all of those affected by injustice and precarious living. As such, 

the usefulness of the concept of precarity in relation to critical political analysis 

can be called into question. This line of critique is advanced by Suliman and Weber 

(2019), who show that the concept evolved from a distinctly European socio-

political context, concealing the fact that ‘precarious lived experiences had 

already long been the norm for many in the global South, and this cannot be 

delinked from colonialism and its legacies’ (p. 527, emphasis in original). 

Similarly, Scully (2016) finds that Standing obscures the longer and deeper history 

of precarity in the Global South. This is doubly detrimental as the political and 

economic labour struggles in the Global South can usefully inform the current 

struggles around precarity more generally. The Euro-centric view of labour studies, 

evident in the work of Standing, simplifies the workings of precarity as a universal 

experience that is a direct consequence of globalisation emanating from the late 

twentieth century. Scully (2016) shows, however, that ‘peasant resistance’ to 

proletarianization and the reliance on wage labour over other forms of income has 

been prominent in the political struggles of the Global South – including Africa, 

Centra America and China – for a considerably longer period. This is evident, for 

instance, in the historical analysis of the Malawian Magololo by Mandala (2014), 

who observes that the transition from tributary (unfree) labour to wage labour was 

a defining feature of their development. The Magololo were exposed to a new 

system of labour under David Livingstone, who they subsequently resisted due to 

poor working conditions. This account, which I explore in more detail elsewhere 

(Walsh, 2020a), not only demonstrates the role of resistance to precarious work, 

but the dependence of British colonisers, in this case, on the labour of those they 

are colonising. This colonial attitude continues today in the form of project ‘Global 

Britain’, described by critics as ‘Empire 2.0’ (Clini, 2020).   

This leads me to the view that an account of precarity should be culturally 

inclusive, contextualised, sensitive to the recognition of difference, while being 

situated within a historicised and globally salient analysis of social justice that is 

cognisant of geo-political relations of power. The concept of precarity, if it is to 

be useful and meaningful, should be relevant to marginalised lives in the Global 
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North while paying equally close attention to perspectives and theoretical analysis 

from the Global South. Standing’s identification of the plutocracy and the elite as 

the holders of global power, and therefore the ones who abuse such powers, is a 

useful analysis that is in keeping with the position I defend throughout the thesis. 

Similarly, I support Standing’s plea to the labour movement to move beyond 

traditional concerns and strategies associated with trade unionism, industrial 

labourism and the simplistic Marxist distinction between ‘labourists’ and 

‘capitalists’ (Standing, 2014). However, Standing does not appear to recognise that 

the Global North is the very locus of this power, and that workers and the 

oppressed in the Global South are disproportionately affected by precarity. It 

would be quite wrong to suggest that the plight of precarious self-employed 

couriers for Deliveroo or Amazon workers is somehow equivalent or comparable to 

asylum seekers and refugees seeking sanctuary from violence and war. Therefore, 

while I broadly agree with Standing in relation to the causes of precarity (abuses of 

power by the plutocracy and global elite), I challenge his analysis of the related 

effects (the emergence of a new heterogeneous global class we can legitimately 

refer to as the ‘precariat’).   

This is not to say that marginalised and working-class communities in the Global 

North are unaffected by precarity – to the contrary – it is vital that the 

aforementioned precarious workers are empowered to organise and establish 

employment rights and conditions. Instead, it is a recognition that precarious living 

in the Global South is far more extreme, and that the plutocrats and oligarchs of 

the Global North have successfully spun an anti-migrant narrative that has 

radicalised many of the ‘atavists’ of the Global North against migrants. This is 

attested by the reactionary populism of far-right ‘Brexiteers’ and Trump 

supporters in the UK and USA, and the prominence of associated racist narratives 

(Saull, 2018; Virdee and McGeever, 2018; Patel and Connelly, 2019; Pitcher, 2019). 

I argue here that the defining feature of our age is that a socially just citizenry 

must unite on a global level in opposition against such narratives and the powerful 

who promote them.  

I agree with Standing’s critics that he neglects these issues by claiming that the 

‘precariat’ represents the emergence of a new global class, but I recognise the 
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value of other elements in his analysis. I am reticent at this stage to cast aside the 

concept of precarity altogether. Instead, I seek to put it to better usage. My 

approach to precarity is in concert with Standing’s analysis of the role of 

plutocracy and the elite, while being in opposition to the Euro-American-centric 

account of precarity observed in his work. I accept the basis of the critique that 

lead to reservations in relation to Standing’s analysis; I agree that he risks 

overstating the case of precariousness in Europe while neglecting to address the 

broader issue that the provisions of the welfare state in Europe, such as they are, 

were secured by exploiting the pre-existing and more extreme precarity elsewhere 

(Suliman and Weber, 2019). Similarly, I am in agreement with Munck (2013) that 

we should not refer to a potentially transformative or ‘dangerous class’, as this is a 

crude caricature that reifies the power of the ruling class in the Global North. Far 

from being a site of abjection from which the Global North must defend itself, the 

mode of living in the Global South – characterised by low-consumption and 

freedom from the liberal expectation of a life without struggle (Vij, 2019) – is 

something from which a great deal of learning and collaboration could be gained. 

This is especially the case given the climate crisis, which has been created by the 

over-consumption of the Global North while disproportionately affecting citizens of 

the Global South (Diffenbaugh and Burke, 2019). It is in the possibility of such 

learning – and in the risk of an education that seeks to traverse the boundaries of 

class, status and prestige – that the potential for true global solidarity resides.  

6.3.3 The Ontological Experience of Precarious Lives 

Vij (2019) argus that her critique of Standing can be similarly applied to Butler’s 

analysis in Precarious Life (2004). In this work, Butler claims that to be human is to 

exist in relation to the other and that ‘each of us is constituted politically in part 

by virtue of the social vulnerability of our bodies… attached to others, at risk of 

losing those attachments, exposed to others, at risk of violence by virtue of that 

exposure’ (p. 20). We can take from Butler that precarity, or the delineation of 

precarious lives, is about the distribution of vulnerability to violence. The human 

condition is characterised by this primary vulnerability, common to all but 

unequally distributed, and the determination of which lives count as ‘grievable’ 

runs along lines of secondary differentials such as race and gender. When a life is 
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consigned as ‘ungrievable’, it amounts to a ‘derealization’ of the human other, in 

which death is not only poorly marked but is unmarkable (p. 33-35). 

With significance to the critique offered by Vij, Butler is concerned with hubristic 

‘First Worldism’ evident in the foreign policies of the USA post-September 11th, 

2002, when the presumption of being impermeable succumbed to a confrontation 

with this primary vulnerability to violence (p. 39). Butler argues that this was 

experienced as a national loss, not only of safety and security, but of domination 

and sovereignty. At such moments, a choice is presented between reaching out in 

solidarity or responding in kind with violence. Butler clarifies this further in her 

more recent work on the ethic of nonviolence, which she does not consider to be a 

form of passivity or non-action, but a social and political act in itself characterised 

by concerted and aggressive force (Butler, 2020). In the case of the response to 

the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centre in 2002, USA chose the ‘War on 

Terror’, aided and abetted by the UK in what is now widely regarded as an illegal 

war. In my view, Butler’s preoccupation with the unequal distribution of precarity 

and her recognition of ‘First Worldism’ is appropriate to the extent that Vij’s 

critique, while it is valid in relation to Standing as discussed above, seems 

misplaced in relation to Butler. The purpose of Butler’s intervention as I 

understand it is to critique ‘First Worldism’ alongside ‘First World feminism’, and 

in so doing to recognise the ‘agency of Third World feminists’, visible in her 

citation of Mohanty: 

In her view, that framework also reproduces the First World as the site of 

authentic feminist agency and does so by producing a monolithic Third 

World against which to understand itself (p. 47) 

While this may be viewed as a rebuttal in anticipation of the critique offered by 

Vij – that Butler views the Western liberal subject as ‘the unexamined norm 

against which vulnerability is measured, [while] those at the bottom of the scale 

can only be seen as abject’ (Vij, 2019: 517) – it can be assuredly demonstrated 

that Butler is consciously and directly addressing these precise tensions in her 

work. It may be that Butler’s argument does not go as far as Vij would like. 

However, this theme which Butler addresses within the rubric of recognition, is a 

strong feature of Butler’s analysis, nonetheless. Vij is correct that this is 
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conspicuous in its absence in the work of Standing, whose treatment of recognition 

is somewhat attenuated. 

That said, I address the challenge articulated in Vij’s critique by incorporating the 

argument of Hodge (2019). This represents a slight shift from Butler’s position that 

precarious lives are an ontological reality of being, towards the argument that the 

lives of refugees and migrants are made precarious in an ongoing process of 

claims-making that is mediated, regulated and reified by state power: 

Precarity is a process; people are not precarious, and they do not only 
experience precarity, but rather they are made precarious through 
interactions with others (Hodge, 2019: 84) 

The concept of precarity impinges on my thesis in various ways. Firstly, I 

understand precarity as a condition of labour and power relations that affects 

many people across the world who are struggling with unstable employment and a 

lack of welfare provision such as access to healthcare and pensions. I do not agree 

with Standing, however, that we can now refer to a consistent global ‘‘precariat’ 

that has transformative potential if it becomes conscious of its own existence and 

therefore the need to ‘abolish itself’ (Standing, 2018: 116). It is more accurate to 

say that there is a vast number of individuals around the world with varying class 

statuses who have either been forced into precarity themselves or are compelled 

to adopt a protectionist mode of living that apparently ‘protects’ them from 

precarity while perpetuating the precarity of others. In both cases, this arises from 

abuses of power in the past and present by the plutocracy and the global elite. It is 

the ‘weakest labour market participants’ in both the Global North and South who 

are disproportionately and increasingly affected by these conditions (Furlong and 

Kelly, 2005), and it is here that allegiances and educational efforts across the 

boundaries of socio-economic class must be directed, if we are to adhere to the 

principles of social justice. Contra Standing, this project of resistance and critical 

activism cannot be left to the ‘precariat’ or the working class alone – it must unite 

the entire citizenry in common cause.  

Secondly, I see precarity as an emergent site of hegemonic social control and a 

form of disciplinary power. The creation of precarious conditions of living is largely 

deliberate, enacted by conscious policy decisions and quietly promoted by those 

who have the ability to generate unaccountable flows of ‘dark money’ to buy 
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political influence, as observed in the activities of prominent Brexiteers 

(Geoghegan, 2020). The purpose of creating precarity in the Global North is to 

distract its citizens, diverting their attention firstly from the plight of migrants and 

those in the Global South who possess the least amount of social power, and 

secondly from the underhand activities of the most powerful who seek to retain 

and expand their own advantage, wealth and power. Citizens (in the UK especially) 

are being encouraged instead to focus on their own circumstances and their own 

social position in relation to the reality and the threat of increasingly precarious 

living. Young people are especially vulnerable to social withdrawal or blaming 

themselves if they do not succeed (Furlong, 2015) in this social sorting of winners 

and losers, while migrants from the Global South are constructed as scapegoats. 

The result is that the citizenry blames themselves and one another while the 

plutocrats, the elite, and the status quo escape scrutiny.  

My contention is that a socially just citizenry can and should be equipped, through 

education, with the necessary knowledge and power to act in the interest of 

solidarity at local, regional, national, and global levels that oppose the conditions 

of economic precarity and precarious living across the globe. In the next section, I 

provide a summary of this chapter, highlighting some of the conclusions reached. 

6.4 Summary and Conclusion 

Chapter 6 of the thesis explores the concept of affective injustice and its 

relationship with relational equality. Affective injustice, as introduced by Lynch, is 

considered an additional paradigm of injustice beyond Fraser's tripartite model of 

economic, cultural, and political injustice. Lynch argues that affective injustice is 

intertwined with and supportive of the other forms of injustice, existing at the 

level of relationality and social interdependencies. Examples of affective injustice 

include inequalities in the giving and receiving of love, care, and solidarity, as well 

as the unequal distribution of the burdens and pleasures of care and love work in 

society. 

To counter affective injustice, Lynch proposes measures to establish relational 

equality, encompassing love relations, care relations, and solidarity relations. 

These relations involve interdependencies such as attachment, intimacy, 

friendship, commitment, and political concern. The chapter also provides a 
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philosophical critique of the emotions associated with social justice, revealing the 

role of emotions in current debates between critical and post-critical pedagogies. 

Critical pedagogy, advocated by Giroux, emphasizes critique as a means to 

interrogate power structures and foster a critical imagination. Giroux believes 

education should produce citizens pre-disposed to engage in justice struggles. 

However, Hodgson et al. argue for post-critical pedagogy, rejecting the idea that 

education should have explicit political aims. They contend that critical pedagogy, 

with its ideological single-mindedness, impedes joint endeavours and recommend 

educators work with students based on an assumption of equality. 

The chapter utilises the concept of cruel optimism, drawing on Berlant's work, to 

discuss the emotional struggles within the critical/post-critical pedagogy debate. 

Berlant suggests that attachment to certain ideas or conditions may hinder 

flourishing and that citizens often find themselves attached to a problematic 

object, such as the pursuit of the ‘good life’ in a neoliberal society. 

The thesis examines the emotional distance between critical and post-critical 

pedagogies, highlighting the role of affect in social justice. Nussbaum's analysis of 

political emotions is brought into the discussion, revealing tensions between 

aspirations for justice and the realities of injustice. The concept of cruel optimism 

is further explored in the context of citizenship as an affective state of social 

belonging. 

The chapter concludes by proposing a pedagogy of social justice that recognizes 

the role of emotions, particularly affective equality. It suggests incorporating 

critical hope and affective equality into pedagogical practice, emphasizing the 

importance of cultivating love, care, and solidarity in addressing social injustices. 

The Aristotelian and Nietzschean perspectives on hatred are briefly contrasted to 

underscore the ethical considerations surrounding emotions in the pursuit of social 

justice. The chapter advocates for a nuanced understanding of emotions, 

acknowledging their role in social struggles while promoting ethical responses to 

injustice. 

In section 6.3, I explore the concept of precarity, particularly in relation to 

employment, class, and its global dimensions. The section discusses various 
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perspectives on precarity, including those of sociologists like Furlong and 

colleagues, Standing and Butler. I recognise the diverse ways in which precarity is 

defined and understood, reflecting differences in epistemology, disciplinary focus, 

and political intentions. 

The discussion starts by engaging critically with Standing's concept of the 

'precariat.' Standing argues that economic precarity has become a global condition, 

creating a new global class structure. This structure includes the plutocracy, an 

elite, a shrinking salariat, a growing group of proficians, the dwindling proletariat, 

and the 'precariat' characterized by unstable labour and loss of citizenship rights. 

The 'precariat' is described as a potentially transformative and 'dangerous class' 

due to its distinct features, such as lack of occupational identity, low social 

mobility, and over-qualification. 

The discussion then shifts to the critique of Standing's analysis, particularly 

concerning its treatment of the Global North and South. Critics argue that 

Standing's approach neglects the cultural dimension of social justice and 

inadvertently reinforces a divide between the two regions. I find that an inclusive 

and contextualized understanding of precarity is needed, acknowledging historical 

and global variations in its manifestations, calling for global solidarity against 

narratives that pit different groups affected by precarity against one another. 

The section further explores Butler’s analysis of the ontological experience of 

precarious lives. Butler argues that being human involves vulnerability to violence, 

with the distribution of this vulnerability being unequal. The discussion highlights 

Butler's concern with 'First Worldism' and the need for solidarity, especially in 

response to acts of violence. The author introduces Hodge's perspective, 

emphasizing that precarity is not an inherent condition but a process, shaped by 

interactions and power dynamics. 

I find agreement with Standing's identification of the plutocracy and the elite as 

holders of global power while joining others in criticising Standing’s Euro-

American-centric view of precarity, calling for a more culturally inclusive and 

globally salient analysis of social justice. The section concludes with the assertion 

that a socially just citizenry must unite globally against narratives that perpetuate 
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precarity and empower individuals through education to act in the interest of 

solidarity. 

I suggest that an education of a socially just citizenry, within the domain of 

affective injustice, requires a critical understanding of the following: 

• Inequalities in the giving and receiving of love, care, and solidarity; as well 

as the unequal distribution of the burdens and pleasures of care and love 

work in society. 

• Ways of establishing relational equality, encompassing love relations, care 

relations, and solidarity relations. These relations involve interdependencies 

such as attachment, intimacy, friendship, commitment, and political 

concern. 

• The emotions associated with social justice, particularly the emotional 

distance that can emerge between future aspirations for justice and the 

current realities of injustice. 

• The incorporation of critical hope and affective equality into pedagogical 

practice, in addition to the importance of cultivating love, care, and 

solidarity in addressing social injustices. 

• An inclusive and contextualized understanding of precarity and violence that 

acknowledges historical and global variations in its manifestations, 

promoting solidarity against narratives that pit different groups affected by 

precarity against one another. 
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Chapter 7 | Relations of Power and the Socially Just Citizenry 

7.1 Social Power: active, passive, ideological 

My entry point into this discussion about power is Fricker’s definition of social 

power:  

…a practically socially situated capacity to control others’ actions, where 
this capacity may be exercised (actively or passively) by particular social 
agents or alternatively, it may operate purely structurally (Fricker, 2007: 
13).  

Importantly, Fricker makes a distinction here between agential power; where one 

social agent (an individual, group or institution) exerts control over another social 

agent; and structural power, where there is no discernible social agent exercising 

power and yet there is an object of that power whose actions are being controlled. 

Following Foucault, Fricker maintains that structural power lacks a subject: power 

is dispersed holistically throughout the system in such a way that people are best 

understood as vehicles of structural power. However, this view of power requires 

further elucidation. In what follows, I turn to the work of Lukes (2005) and other 

power theorists to construct the understanding of power utilised in this thesis. 

The three faces of power first developed by Lukes can be summarised as a holistic 

system whereby compliance to domination is contrived for the following purposes 

and by the following means: 

• Actively winning conflicts, or advancing the interests of others, in overt and 

visible ways 

• Passively controlling the agenda in ways that are visible but only to the 

‘agenda-setters’  

• Ideologically shaping preferences in ways that are covert and largely 

invisible 

In his revised second edition of Power: A Radical View, Lukes defends his claim 

that power can be understood in terms of domination, although he problematises 

recourse to a simplistic perspective on this, insisting that ‘the concept of power as 

domination is essentially contested’ (p. 124) and could never have a single correct 

interpretation. He argues that power should be seen in a three-dimensional way, 

seeking to move beyond a one- or two-dimensional understanding of power as a 

crude imposition of and by the ruling elite over the populace. He argues that we 
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should avoid assumptions based on symmetric binary relationships, such as ‘when 

people lack power, it can only be because of the machinations of the powerful’ (p. 

68). 

I use the labels ‘active power’, ‘passive power’ and ‘ideological power’ to signify 

the three Lukesian dimensions, as I believe this to be the clearest description of 

his theory, although I should note at this point that Lukes is reticent to use such 

labels or even to ascribe a specific definition to the concept of power. Lukes’ work 

may frustrate readers who wish simply to be told what power is and how it works. 

He is at pains to discuss the concept of power from different perspectives: so much 

so that his own view is not always obvious. Part of his writing style is to pose 

several rhetorical questions, which he either leaves unaddressed entirely or for 

which he provides a range of possible answers – sometimes rejecting or casting 

doubt on these answers at a later stage. He describes competing concepts of 

power and the resulting power debate, with the purpose of showing when 

participants are ‘disagreeing about the facts, applying different concepts or 

engaging in a contest over the same concept’ (p. 69). In a similar vein, he 

identifies several inadequacies in his own previous contributions, especially the 

original edition of Power: A Radical View, thereby contradicting many of his own 

claims; shortcomings that he notes have been instructive in the power debate (p. 

11).   

Lukes’ writing, however, is clear and consistent in several important respects. His 

major claim is that the third dimension of power is not only conceptually distinct 

but is in fact the most significant form of power: 

…is it not the supreme and most insidious exercise of power to prevent 
people, to whatever degree, from having grievances by shaping their 
perceptions, cognitions and preferences in such a way that they accept their 
role in the existing order of things, either because they can see or imagine 
no alternative to it, or because they see it as natural and unchangeable, or 
because they value it as divinely ordained and beneficial? (p. 28) 

The emergence of Nudge Theory is a useful case for discussion at this point as an 

example of Lukes’ third dimension of power. Influenced by behavioural economics, 

nudge theorists claim that governments can modify the ‘choice architecture’, 

subtly and indirectly steering citizens towards what policy makers consider to be 

better choices by implementing small environmental changes that form 
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behavioural habits: the purpose is not structural change but the prediction and 

modification of citizen behaviours (Pedwell, 2017). Nudge theory became 

particularly influential in the UK after the 2008 economic crash and the subsequent 

austerity agenda implemented by the Conservative-led coalition government. This 

represented a continuation of neoliberal policy making, the reduction of the 

welfare state, and a return to the principle of personal responsibility which had 

been embraced by the preceding New Labour government under Tony Blair. Among 

the post-economic-crash policy initiatives implemented by the administration led 

by David Cameron was the creation of the Behavioural Insights Team, also known 

as the Nudge Unit, which was seen by the government as a relatively cheap policy 

solution during a period of limited public spending (Briant and Harkins, 2017).   

Pedwell (2017) usefully reveals the neoliberal philosophical foundations of nudge 

theory by comparing it to the pragmatist democratic viewpoint of John Dewey and 

William James. Both nudge theory and pragmatist philosophers are concerned with 

the interactions between human agents and environments. However, there are key 

differences between them. Pragmatists such as Dewey and James understand 

habituation and the formation of conduct as part of the realisation of social 

reform, achieved via participatory democracy and lifelong education. This 

philosophical perspective is characterised by a desire to enable the creation of 

alternative social arrangements, seeking ‘an expansion of power not its shrinkage’ 

(Dewey, cited by Pedwell, 2017: 64), although it stops short of ideological critique 

of power structures. In contrast, nudge theory does not prioritise social change but 

the maintenance of market-oriented socio-economic arrangements as the optimal 

form of democratic life. Participation and judgements of ‘the good’ are entrusted 

to experts and policy makers so that they can shape the situation-specific 

behaviour of citizens. Power is not distributed but further concentrated among 

those who are already powerful. Nudge theory is developed within a ‘thin’ 

understanding of human nature, subjectivity and social environments; whereas 

pragmatist philosophers are concerned with the social, cultural, biological and 

psychological contexts of embodied human experience, and the development of 

dispositional capacities, progressive solidarities and assemblages that enable 

citizens to meet their desired goals in life (Pedwell, 2017).  
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Nudge Theory is both a manifestation of the passive and ideological dimensions of 

power, and the modern equivalent of what Gramsci previously described as 

‘manufactured’, ‘educated’ or ‘spontaneous’ consent: 

The maximum of legislative capacity can be inferred when a perfect 
formulation of directives is matched by a perfect arrangement of the 
organisms of execution and verification, and by a perfect preparation of the 
“spontaneous” consent of the masses who must “live” those directives, 
modifying their own habits, their own will, their own convictions to conform 
with those directives and with the objectives which they propose to 
achieve. (Gramsci, 1971: 266) 

This leads me to consider the questions of how power is best understood in relation 

to the reproduction of compliance among citizens. 

7.1.1 Power, Domination and Willing Compliance 

For Lukes, the conceptual move away from the simple imposition of power raises 

complex questions in relation to the apparent powerlessness, dependence, 

freedom and acquiescence of those who are being dominated. In particular, Lukes 

poses the question of how willing compliance to power is secured. Using the 

Spinozian concepts of potentia and potestas, he distinguishes between having 

power over others (potestas) and the wider concept of having others in your power 

(potentia). In his revised edition, he admits that he and other scientists had 

previously relied too heavily on the assumption that power is about arbitrarily 

exercising power over others in a way that is detrimental to their interests. He 

flatly admits that it ‘was a mistake to define power by ‘saying that A exercises 

power over B when A affects B in a manner contrary to B’s interests’… power as 

domination, is only one species of power’ (p. 12). Lukes has therefore come to 

understand power as a dispositional concept. It is a ‘potentiality, not an actuality… 

a capacity not the exercise of that capacity’ (p. 69-70).  

Ultimately, Lukes sees power  

in terms of agents’ abilities to bring about significant effects, specifically by 
furthering their own interests and/or affecting the interests of others, 
whether positively or negatively  

and the powerful as  

those whom we judge or can hold to be responsible for significant outcomes 
(p. 65-66)  
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whether they take associated actions or not. Thus, with power comes 

responsibility, and this is not only a moral consideration but a political one. 

The Spinozian distinction described above enables Lukes to argue that having 

power over others, while it can clearly be coercive or abusive, can also be 

legitimate and beneficial to the subjects of power. He provides examples of 

beneficial power such as road safety legislation issued and enforced by the state, 

mothering or teaching (p. 84). Even when such forms of power over another result 

in unwilling compliance, it can be empowering nonetheless when it strengthens the 

recipient’s opportunities and their capabilities of judgement. Subsequently, he 

argues that having power is not always about acting in accordance with self-

interest as ‘you can be powerful by satisfying and advancing others’ interests’ (p. 

12).     

At the time of writing, I observe that the Stay At Home measures put in place by 

the UK Government in the 2020 COVID-19 global pandemic could be construed as 

an exercise of such power. The lockdown measures place significant limitations on 

individual freedoms while professing to be ultimately beneficial for all concerned, 

including those who comply. Similarly, it could also be regarded as a form of 

inactive citizenship, given that a duty of social distancing is being placed on us for 

our own protection and for that of our fellow citizens. However, such claims are 

frustrated by a justice-oriented perspective which recognises that such measures 

are caught up in the politics of citizenship and pre-existing social inequalities, the 

role of surveillance and control, and of moral judgements about who is a good, 

deserving or undeserving citizen (Benson, 2020). 

From an educational perspective, the teacher-student relationship is clearly 

situated within the complex workings of power. Teachers have students in their 

power in the potentially benign and beneficial senses, given that their efforts can 

enhance students’ interests, preferences or wellbeing. Similarly, teachers have 

power over students in ways that could have a detrimental impact. Tanabe (1999) 

argues that Lukes’ original edition of Power: A Radical View was rooted in the 

theme of conflict and therefore could not account for cases of ‘beneficial 

paternalism’ where ‘power can exist as a complex structural feature of a normal, 

ongoing, social relationship’ (p. 146). Tanabe argues that the practice of grading 
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puts teachers in a powerful position of being able to control aspects of both the 

‘objective situations’ (e.g. eligibility for university courses) and ‘subjective 

assessments’ (e.g. self-image) of students. While I agree with Tanabe’s conclusion 

that power is both a potentially positive and necessary part of education, I wish to 

urge some caution. The power of teachers and schools and their effect on student 

achievement should not be overstated, given that they too are subject to the 

wider powers of social-economic and political contexts (Skourdoumbis, 2014; 

Mowat, 2018). As I argue throughout this thesis: power should be observed and 

addressed from a social justice perspective. 

Following Spinoza, Lukes concludes with a key distinction: 

power as domination is the ability to constrain the choices of others, 
coercing them or securing their compliance, by impeding them from living 
as their own nature and judgment dictate (p. 85).  

Having others in your power (potentia), on the other hand, is mapped out by Lukes 

through what he terms ‘issue- scope’, ‘contextual range’, ‘intentionality’ and 

‘activity’ (p. 74-79). In brief, issue scope refers to the number of issues in which 

an actor has a position of influence and can affect the outcome reached. This 

influence can be restricted to single issues, or a wider scope of issues can be 

addressed when an actor is in a stronger position of power. Contextual range refers 

to whether an actor is bound by certain conditions or contexts that determine 

whether they can use their power, or if they can transcend or resist such 

boundaries. Commenting on intentionality as apparent in Russell’s definition of 

power – ‘the production of intended effects’ (1938, cited in Lukes, 2005: 76) – 

Lukes argues that unintended consequences can be recognised as obvious and 

significant manifestations of power (e.g. pollsters influencing election results). 

Lastly, activity refers to situations where actors act deliberately in order to affect 

an outcome, or whether their power is such that they can avoid acting 

(deliberately or not) and still affect the outcome. As Lukes says, 

the features of agents that make them powerful include those that render 
activity unnecessary (p. 77).  

This type of power can be derived, for example, from charisma or status.  
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7.1.2 Reproducing Willing Compliance in Education 

Lukes places his argument in opposition to the perspective of Foucault, who 

maintains that power is inescapable and relativistic as we are all, dominating and 

dominated, subject to the same structural relations (Dowding, 2006: 136). 

Foucault’s view of power is characterised by his insistence on power relations: an 

interactive web of social, economic and political relations between individuals, 

institutions and structures, in which freedom and resistance do not stand apart 

from power but are active within it. In this understanding, power is not a 

disposition of individuals, nor is it system of domination and compliance. Rather, it 

is a discursive combination of social forces. Power is not possessed – instead it is 

exercised, enacted and resisted by free subjects in ways that are not only 

prohibitive but productive and creative (Ball, 2012).  

Lukes welcomes Foucault’s intervention into the power debate as he opened it up 

to exciting possibilities, particularly in relation to freedom and rationality, 

following a restrictive one-dimensional debate beforehand. However, he takes 

issue with Foucault in some important ways. Firstly, he claims Foucault fails to 

recognise that some actors have more power than others and secondly that 

Foucault’s theory of power is a fatalistic denial of the possibility of agency. 

According to Lukes (2005), power is essentially contested, which means that it is 

unlikely and indeed undesirable for there to be a general consensus on the nature 

of power, where it lies and how it is used. It follows that power is not an 

immutable force that exerts itself equally on all people. Rather, it is a complex, 

multi-dimensional system of relations that is frequently hidden from view. 

Additionally, in relation to compliance, Lukes argues convincingly that domination 

can be partially secured at most, with or without consent and use of force: 

Power’s third dimension is always focused on particular domains of 
experience and is never, except in exceptional dystopias, more than 
partially effective. It would be simplistic to suppose that ‘willing’ and 
‘unwilling’ compliance to domination are mutually exclusive: one can 
consent to power and resent the mode of its exercise. (p. 150, emphasis in 
original)  

Foucauldian theories of power have gained much purchase in the field of sociology 

of education (see Ball, 2012, 2016; Ball and Olmedo, 2013). The work of Perryman 

and colleagues (2017), drawing on Foucault’s concept of pastoral power to 



160 
 

theorise the enactment of educational policy, is particularly relevant to a 

discussion of securing compliance. Pastoral power is Foucault’s third face of 

power, the first two faces being sovereign and disciplinary power. It shares some 

similarities with the Lukesian framework, in that sovereign and disciplinary power 

are didactic and pastoral power necessitates that subjects are willing and 

compliant in their domination. Perryman and colleagues find that a series of 

techniques, interweaving all three faces of power, are used by policy translators to 

achieve this compliance and to enrol teachers as productive policy subjects. These 

strategies include the increased use of surveillance, observation and training 

designed to promote the moralistic goal of becoming a reflective practitioner, 

content to participate in processes of confession and reflection: 

Teachers now joining a school may not be ruled by an autocratic head nor 
cowed by the tendrils of performativity that terrorise their soul (Ball 2003), 
but will be ruled by themselves, by becoming a truly reflective practitioner 
under the subtle persuasion of governmentality, dominated yet free. 
(Perryman et al., 2017: 755) 

Another relevant example of analysis of power in education comes from Morrin’s 

(2018) critique of character education, in which she draws on ethnographic 

research in an English school setting. The school is an Academy funded by an 

educational foundation with an interest in promoting entrepreneurship as a set of 

‘socio-cultural traits’ to be inculcated. Morrin locates this initiative within an 

analysis of neoliberal policy reform and the reproduction of class-based 

inequalities in education. Bourdieusian, Foucauldian, and de Certeauian theories of 

power are held in tension with one another in order to develop the conceptual 

framework. This approach of harnessing conceptual tension is relevant as this 

strategy is similarly employed by Lukes. This move adds credence to his claims that 

the concept of power is essentially contested and that the inadequacies of 

individual theories, including his own, can be ‘rather instructive, and rendered the 

more so in prose that makes them clearly visible’ (Lukes, 2005: 11). Taken 

together, I interpret Lukes’ reflections and Morrin’s approach as encouragement to 

think philosophically about sociological ideas, and vice versa.  

The specific relevance of Morrin’s (2018) intervention to my discussion of power 

and dominance is that she shows ‘how teachers can be simultaneously complicit 

and ‘make do’ and ‘refuse’ powerful structures of dominance’ (p. 461, emphasis in 
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original). It is here that the theoretical tensions surface: can individuals such as 

teachers overcome political forms of power, and if so, how? With reference to De 

Certeau’s critique of Foucault and Bourdieu, Morrin’s work shows how individual 

teachers can employ everyday practices of making do and non-compliance, 

challenging deficit-based neoliberal models of character education and 

entrepreneurship, while at the same time reproducing the very conditions that 

give rise to the need for such acts of resistance. This raises further questions about 

the nature of such resistance: is it ultimately effective? What powers do teachers 

have to resist neoliberal hegemony? 

Rømer (2011) observes that Lukes’ theory of power can be located within a critical 

modernist tradition influenced by Kantian views on rationality, causality and 

autonomy; a tradition that sees the aim of education as enabling the student to 

move from suppression of their subjectivity and freedom towards autonomy, 

achieved by acquiring knowledge of social causalities and practices of independent 

reflection. It follows that education, according to this understanding, is a project 

of emancipation whereby gaining a critical understanding of the workings of social 

power enables the subject to give practical expression to their interests.  

Rømer contrasts this with the (post)structuralist perspective, espoused by Foucault 

among others, that emancipation and autonomy are themselves constituted within 

a network of power relations: this is Foucault’s Iron Cage where power replaces 

subjectivity altogether instead of being wielded by the subject. The capacity to 

free ourselves from this cage hinges on whether we understand autonomy in the 

modernist sense of a hegemonic struggle towards enlightenment, or in the 

postmodernist sense of a place ‘at the edge of the social… where the social order 

is thrown back on itself and into a new articulation’ (Rømer, 2011: 766). 

7.2 Concerted Power in Education 

Lukes points out that 

…our conception of [power] may result from and be shaped by what we are 
trying to describe and explain. It may also affect and shape it: how we think of 
power may serve to reproduce and reinforce power structures and relations, or 
alternatively it may challenge and subvert them (Lukes, 2005: 63) 

It is here I acknowledge that my conception of power has been shaped by my 

attempt to understand social justice and the role of education in meeting what 
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justice requires. This preoccupation may have led me in a direction that some 

philosophers of education have cautioned against. For example, Hodgson (2016) 

argues against the perspective that understands social justice education in 

simplified terms as the countering of oppressive power. Critiquing the work of 

Griffiths (2003), Hodgson argues in particular that the centring of the individual 

and their personal testimonies in such accounts of social justice tend to subtly 

recreate some of the very power relations that ought to be contested in the first 

place: 

Rather than assuming the structures of power and the identity categories 
according to which injustice is seen to be perpetrated (but in accordance with 
which empowerment and voice are sought), critique must give attention to the 
particular configuration of power relations, and the discourses and practices 
through which they are effected, such that resistance is based on attention to 
our implication within them. This is a refusal in the sense that Foucault 
expressed: it is not a matter of not wanting to be governed at all, but rather a 
matter of not wanting to be governed like that and at that cost. (Hodgson, 
2016: 207) 

I have attempted to address this concern by developing a theorisation of power 

directly alongside that of social justice. I am not simply making an argument that 

whoever has the power must be the enemy, or that the main solution is to 

‘empower’ students by ensuring that their voices are heard. I recognise that social 

justice education should be constructed within a wider critique of the relations of 

power that give rise to injustice, including a critique of capitalist society itself. I 

further argue that this critique and associated actions should be centred at the 

level of the citizenry as opposed to the individual level of the citizen. 

My analysis is that the problems identified by Hodgson relate firstly to problems 

with the theory of consent and secondly to the importance of subjectification. The 

consent theory of power suggests that a populace voluntarily submits to the power 

of their rulers, but can withdraw that consent, if they so choose, in order to 

remove the rulers and create a new social order. This theory is open to the charge 

of overstating the role of human agency and choice (‘soft power’) while ignoring 

the ability of structural and material factors (‘hard power’) to constrain the 

choices available (Atack, 2006). Hodgson is surely correct to warn us against 

making the assumption that school pupils are in a position to affect social change 
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or correct injustices by simply voicing their concerns, even when such concerns are 

listened to and acted upon, if this leaves broader structures of power unexamined. 

The second issue I address, following Hodgson, is that of subjectivity and processes 

of subjectification. In Hodgson’s work, European citizenship and its relationship to 

learning is examined as a form of subjectivity. Following Foucault, she aims to 

resist a form of subjectivity in which the state constitutes citizens in an 

individualised fashion. She argues that this form of individuality is antithetical to 

our nature as humans to live ‘in community with others’, arguing that this is 

‘denied by a conception of citizenship in which the finding of voice is a measure of 

the ability to participate’ (Hodgson, 2016: 198). 

Fraser, however, questioned Foucault’s position in a way that could equally be 

applied to Hodgson’s work and the poststructuralist paradigm on which she relies. 

Fraser was critical of poststructuralist and postmodernist thinking as they failed to 

illuminate any alternative vision in relation to social justice (Fraser, 1997b). 

Critiquing Foucault, she observed that he seemed to assume that ‘his account of 

modern power is both politically engaged and normatively neutral’ despite the 

highly charged subjects of domination and subjugation in which he engages 

(Fraser, 1981: 273). She argued, however, that his analysis of power in relation to 

everyday practices is the most important political implication of his thinking: 

In revealing the capillary character of modern power and thereby ruling out 
crude ideologism, statism, and economism, Foucault can be understood as 
in effect ruling in what is often called a “politics of everyday life”. For if 
power is instantiated in mundane social practices and relations, then efforts 
to dismantle or transform the regime must address those practices and 
relations (Fraser, 1981: 280). 

Taking cognisance of issues of consent and subjectivity leads me to agree with 

Haugaard (2015) that concerted power is the ‘ideal type’ of power – in contrast to 

its opposite of coercion. Thus, in this work I seek to build an understanding of 

concerted power in education, which I argue is achieved via the enculturation of a 

socially just citizenry. 

7.3 Conclusion: Socially Just Citizenry 

In this concluding section I introduce the theoretical construction of a socially just 

citizenry before presenting it visually in figure 5 below. The socially just citizenry 
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is a philosophical concept of my own creation. Its theoretical innovation is to link 

the concepts of power, social justice and citizenship to the practice and pedagogy 

of education. At a basic level, social power can be understood as ‘power that is 

exercised by individuals or groups within society’ (Tanabe, 1999: 145) and social 

justice can be understood as parity of participation (Fraser, 2005). I aim to show 

here that these concepts are fundamentally interlinked: the legitimate use of 

social power requires a conception of social justice, while the realisation of social 

justice requires a conception of social power. Furthermore, the legitimate use of 

power and the realisation of social justice require a justice-oriented praxis of 

citizenship and a corresponding mode of citizenship education.    

A socially just citizenry is conceptualised as a normative construct where power 

and social justice are understood to be scalar and multi-dimensional. The 

dimensions of social power are considered along a scale from domination to 

concerted power (Haugaard, 2015). The dimensions of social justice are similarly 

constructed along a scale from justice to injustice, with corresponding goals and 

processes in each dimension. Thus, concerted power and social justice can be 

usefully understood in relation to their opposites of domination and injustice. A 

socially just citizenry is not a utopian end state: the potential for domination and 

injustice remains even when concerted power and justice prevail overall. 

Similarly, a socially just citizenry is not a reflection of a delusionary ‘belief in a 

just world’ where people generally get what they deserve – their just deserts, 

including punishment and suffering – owing to an inevitable and universal balancing 

of needs (Lerner, 1980). Rather, the purpose of developing the concept of a 

socially just citizenry reflects Fraser’s aim of identifying the social arrangements 

and operations of power that permit all to participate as peers in social life, in a 

radically democratic expression of equal moral worth (Fraser, 2005).   

The citizenry, while sometimes narrowly understood as a group of citizens, is 

considered broadly in this thesis using the concept of body politic: a metaphor that 

informs normative understandings of citizenship and the embodiment of political 

belonging (Rasmussen and Brown, 2005; Askins, 2016). I therefore define a socially 

just citizenry as a body politic characterised by a dispositional orientation towards 

concerted power and social justice. The question under consideration in this thesis 
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is whether the acquisition of these component parts – social power, social justice 

and justice-oriented citizenship – necessitates a mode of education that is directed 

towards those ends. I therefore propose that the reproduction of a socially just 

citizenry requires a public pedagogical project where citizenship education is 

directed towards economic, cultural, political, and relational justice. This proposal 

is critically examined to determine the concept’s normative validity.     

My understanding of power developed from the perspective of Lukes (2005), whose 

conceptualisation shifts from a two-dimensional view of power, understood in 

terms of winning conflicts either by sheer force or agenda-setting, towards a third 

dimension that subtly shapes society’s perceptions and interests by means of 

ideological hegemony (Robinson, 2006). Referring to this third dimension, his claim 

is that  

…the most effective and insidious use of power is to prevent such conflict 
from arising in the first place… (Lukes, 2005: 27).  

The Lukesian three faces of power combine to form a holistic system whereby 

compliance to domination is contrived for the following purposes and by the 

following means: actively winning conflicts in ways that are overt and visible; 

passively controlling the agenda in ways that are visible only to the ‘agenda-

setters’; and ideologically shaping preferences in ways that are covert and largely 

invisible.  

It is striking that Lukes understands power mainly in negative terms of domination 

(power over), building on a Weberian understanding of power. There has been a 

recent move among power theorists to develop a correspondingly positive view of 

power as empowerment and concerted power (power to and power with - see 

Allen, 2012, 2014; Haugaard, 2012, 2015, 2018; Allen, Forst and Haugaard, 2014) – 

building on an Arendtian view of power (Arendt, 1969). This rethinking of power 

has two main consequences. It has led to the introduction of an additional fourth 

dimension of power; and the related proposal that power is not necessarily a zero 

sum game of ‘A prevailing over the interests of B’ but can be a variable sum 

phenomenon (Haugaard, 2012, 2015). The debate developing around this positive 

view of power has significant implications for education that have yet to be fully 

explored. My interpretation of the four-dimensional view is that social power is 
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best understood along a scale from dominance (zero sum) to concerted power 

(positive sum), incorporating the following four dimensions:  

• Active power 

• Passive power 

• Ideological power 

• Disciplinary power 

I add social justice and citizenship to this construct firstly using Westheimer and 

Kahne’s (2004) model of justice-oriented citizenship. In this model, the authors 

describe three different citizen typologies that schools in the USA typically try to 

produce. The model refers to citizens who are i) personally responsible, ii) 

participatory, and iii) justice-oriented – illustrating these by theorising how each 

citizen might respond to a humanitarian crisis that involves victims experiencing 

hunger: 

…if participatory citizens are organizing the food drive and personally 
responsible citizens are donating food, justice-oriented citizens are asking 
why people are hungry and acting on what they discover (Westheimer and 
Kahne, 2004: 4) 

My focus here is to enhance the construct of justice-oriented citizenship by 

recognising how it is imbricated within a wider theoretical analysis that takes 

account of social power and social justice. Fraser’s tri-part theory of social justice 

(Fraser, 2013), as augmented by Lynch (2012; Cantillon and Lynch, 2017), informs 

the understanding of social justice here. The three dimensions of Fraser’s theory 

of justice are redistribution, recognition and representation. When Lynch’s 

category of affective equality is added, four key dimensions of justice emerge:  

• Economic (redistribution) 

• Cultural (recognition) 

• Political (representation)  

• Affective (relational)  

I propose that this infusion of power, justice and citizenship enables the 

realisation of a socially just citizenry, as illustrated below. These dimensions and 

their relevance to educational philosophy, pedagogy and practice are discussed in 

more detail throughout the thesis.
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Figure 5 Heuristic framework: socially just citizenry 
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IDEOLOGICAL POWER 

Concerted (power with/to) 

Critical consciousness, truth-telling, moral suasion  

Coercive (power over) 

False consciousness, alienation, indoctrination 

Ambivalent (power for) 

Rationality, good sense, reasonableness, socialisation 

DISCIPLINARY POWER 

Concerted (power with/to) 
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Coercive (power over) 
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Socially Just Citizenry 

A socially just citizenry is a counter-hegemonic body politic characterised by a cultural orientation towards social justice. The social 

reproduction of this orientation is a conjunctural process that occurs at the intersections of social justice and social power. This requires a 

public pedagogical project where education is directed towards the collective resistance of injustice, oppression and abuses of power. 

 

DIMENSIONS OF SOCIAL JUSTICE DIMENSIONS OF SOCIAL POWER 
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In Chapter 5, I suggested that social justice is achieved through the practice of 

critical activism. In the following paragraphs I give consideration to each form of 

power identified in figure 5 and their relation to critical activism. I develop the 

concept of critical activism by delineating four forms of power associated with 

activism: concerted-active power, concerted-passive power, concerted-ideological 

power, and concerted-disciplinary power. These forms of power represent 

different facets of students' engagement with activism, encompassing direct 

action, indirect action, socialization, and self-knowledge development. The 

nuanced understanding of power in activism adds depth to the exploration of 

justice-oriented citizenship. 

Concerted-active power is concerned with direct action as a response to injustice. 

Students utilise this form of power in critical activism when they are engaged in 

acts of cooperation, deliberation and resistance. Concerted-passive power is 

concerned with indirect action as a response to injustice. Students utilise this form 

of power in critical activism when they are engaged in considered negotiation, or 

when they accept a concession, if their analysis of the situation leads them to 

conclude that this is what justice requires.  

Concerted-ideological power is concerned with socialisation. Students utilise this 

form of power in critical activism when they are engaged in the development of 

critical consciousness, truth-telling and moral suasion. Educational activity that 

enables students to understand injustices, learn about those affected, and engage 

in action that seeks to address those concerns, is a form of socialisation into 

critical activism. It says to students: ‘when we see injustice, we learn about it, 

and we act’.  

Concerted-disciplinary power is concerned with subjectification the development 

of self-knowledge, conscience and praxis. Students utilise this form of power in 

critical activism when they are engaged in seeing themselves in relation to and as 

part of the broader struggle against injustice and the social movements that arise 

from them. It asks students to consider ‘who am I in relation to this injustice?’.
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Chapter 8 | Conclusions 

8.1 Summary of the main arguments defended in this thesis 

8.1.1 Arguments defended in relation to the philosophy of education 

In this work I have argued that the role of education in achieving social justice is 

best understood as a continuous and deliberative process of resisting injustice. 

This includes resisting injustices within the education system itself. I have 

promoted an understanding of education as a form of ‘ambivalent power’ in 

relation to social justice. This means that education has the potential to be a form 

of resistance against injustice and/or a form of violence that perpetuates 

injustice. 

According to the formulation adopted in this research, a socially just citizenry is 

both a cultural orientation towards social justice and the collective capacity to 

resist injustice. I have argued that the task of reproducing a socially just citizenry 

is, in part, an educational endeavour. Following other authors cited in this work, I 

have shown that the resistance of injustice requires a critique of ideological 

individualism. I have aimed to show that the concept of a citizenry, as understood 

here, provides both a recognition and provisional resolution of tensions in 

education between individual agency and social change.     

A socially just citizenry consists of those affected by and those allied to the cause 

of resisting injustice. It is a community of transformative praxis as opposed to one 

of membership, meaning it is distinct from a national citizenry. I have proposed 

that an anti-capitalist social transformation towards equitable relations is a 

justifiable aim of social justice education. I have recognised that there is and will 

continue to be disagreement on this claim, and that this requires robust 

democratic deliberation. Ultimately, however, I have concluded that such a social 

transformation necessarily involves resisting the unjust effects of capitalism while 

prompting a shift towards post-capitalist relations.  

Following Fraser (2013), the process of resisting injustice demands ‘parity of 

participation’ – to which I have added parity of power - between those directly 

affected by injustice and allies. Parity of participation and power demands 

redistribution, recognition, representation, respect, and the reconstruction of 

power relations. I conclude that the analytical frame of racial capitalism – while 
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this is itself contested and provisional – not only represents a compelling critique 

of capitalism but an articulation of the reproduction of a socially just citizenry, its 

modes of resistance and relations of power. 

8.1.2 Arguments defended in relation to curriculum and pedagogy 

I have contended that reproducing a socially just citizenry and increasing the 

capacity for resistance should be regarded in school curricula and pedagogical 

practices as educational goals. Informed by the theoretical perspective of curricula 

as process and praxis, I have further stipulated that these educational goals cannot 

be defined by the state. Instead, I have argued that these goals arise from and are 

deliberated by a socially just citizenry, as part of the process of curriculum 

making. 

The importance of situating practices of social justice education within the 

affective and pastoral dimension is recognised and defended throughout this 

thesis. However, I have added to this by arguing that the reproduction of a socially 

just citizenry in education involves working across all dimensions of social justice 

and power: economic, cultural, political and relational. Following Freire (2000), I 

have argued that the ideal relationship between teachers and students in a socially 

just citizenry is one of dialogic equality; and that negotiation and deliberation are 

necessary for the processes of resistance and the reproduction of a socially just 

citizenry. I have highlighted a contradiction in social justice education, which is 

that the conditions of racial capitalism ensure that the education system is not 

naturally conducive to social justice, the reproduction of a socially just citizenry or 

the resistance of injustice. However, I have identified a positive role for 

education, nonetheless, arguing that this very contradiction makes the task of 

reproducing a socially just citizenry all the more urgent. 

8.1.3 Arguments defended in relation to the context of this research 

There are two brief points to be reiterated in relation to the context of this 

research. Firstly, this research has been both informed and limited by my own 

positionality and the values I have sought to represent. While the arguments 

presented are contestable, I have recognised that this contestability is 

commensurate with my defence of democratic deliberation in social justice 

education. I have recognised that these arguments are and should be contested.  
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Secondly, I have found writing a philosophical PhD thesis during a pandemic to be a 

disconnected endeavour. In this work I am promoting the idea that a collaborative 

citizenry can and should work together to resist injustice, and yet the conditions I 

have been working in made the formation of a community of practice impossible. 

This could point towards the need for participatory methods in future research and 

practice, as discussed further in section 8.5. Despite the intentions of responding 

to the current conjuncture and taking a global perspective, I have recognised that 

it is not possible for one piece of research to adequately address all the events 

that took place during the period of study between 2018 and 2024. 

8.2 Social Justice as the Resistance of Injustice 

This section summarises the context of the research and the theoretical framing 

used. It then defends the conclusion that the role of education in achieving social 

justice is best understood as a continuous and deliberative process of resisting 

injustice. The purpose of this philosophical research has been to explore the role 

of education in producing what it is termed here as a socially just citizenry. While 

the purposes of education are contested, this work is explicitly situated in the 

ideological tradition of ‘social reconstructionism’ (Schiro, 2013) which locates 

educational purpose in the context of social transformation. In this work I have 

addressed issues of injustice and social crises. I have sought to develop new 

understandings of how people can create change, how an anti-capitalist 

reproduction of a socially just citizenry may fulfil these aspirations, and how 

education can support or hinder this process. 

The research was largely undertaken between October 2018 and December 2023. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, this was a time characterised by global crises and 

injustice, with the idea and realities of social justice increasingly subjected to 

public scrutiny, contestation and outrage. Social movements and activism were 

globally prominent, engaged in the pursuit of economic, racial and climate justice, 

while the COVID-19 pandemic thrust many pre-existing social inequalities under a 

spotlight – one that is unlikely to diminish. While it was not originally envisaged 

that the timing of the research would play such a pivotal role, the original proposal 

made clear that the research would be informed by, and have a meaningful 

bearing on, the lived realities of social experience. The times in which the 
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research took place therefore mattered a great deal – providing a challenging 

conjuncture and methodological context for the investigation. As a response to 

these powerful times, engaging in philosophical innovation can seem like an absurd 

luxury. Surely it is more important to take direct action, one might ask. And yet, 

as so many of the scholars cited throughout this work attest – such as hooks (1994), 

Hall (2017a), Freire (2000) and Collins (2013) - it is precisely in such times that 

words, ideas, interpretation and classification matter the most; because that is 

how we speak of justice and power. 

Several moves were made in the theoretical framing of the thesis. Fraser’s (2005) 

three-dimensional theory of social justice was adopted for the purposes of the 

enquiry. This multidimensional theory was a useful starting point for developing 

the concept of the socially just citizenry, since Fraser seeks to reconcile 

competing views of social justice along three dimensions – distributive, cultural 

and political – as distinct parts of a complete framework (Wolff, 2019). In this work 

I have similarly suggested that a socially just citizenry requires the identification 

of multiple social divisions – and a collective ability to traverse those divisions - 

although I conclude that this is a continuous process of deliberation and resistance 

of injustice in which reconciliation is not necessarily possible or desirable.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, Fraser’s theory of social justice concentrates on the role 

of democratic institutions in enabling what she terms ‘parity of participation’ 

(Fraser, 1998, 2007). Education is one such institution, and in order to theorise the 

role of education in relation to a socially just citizenry, I argued that some 

theoretical adjustments were required to bridge the concepts of justice and 

citizenry. Fraser’s three-dimensional theory of redistribution, recognition and 

representation was supplemented in two main ways, as discussed in Chapter 3. 

First, following the proposal of Lynch (2012), a relational dimension was added in 

recognition of the importance of compassion and solidarity between citizens. 

Secondly, this four-dimensional theory of justice was placed alongside a 

corresponding four-dimensional theory of power: active, passive, ideological and 

disciplinary power.  

I have shown that such an approach offers several advantages. Firstly, it addresses 

two important critiques of Fraser’s theory: i) the absence of a relational 
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dimension, and ii) her assumption that relations of power can be institutionally 

‘managed’ via dialogic struggles, without a specific analytic of power relations 

(Balaton-Chrimes and Stead, 2017). While Fraser’s insights into radical democratic 

participation were of the utmost importance in this work, my reading of Fraser and 

her critics was that more attention should be paid to issues of affective and 

existential justice, the lived and felt realities of the oppressed, and the capacity 

of the citizenry to resist. I have contended that this is particularly true in the field 

of education. 

Additionally, this theoretical reconstruction of social justice has enabled a 

conceptual conjuncture to emerge via an understanding of citizenry that goes 

beyond that of a group of citizens towards that of the wider body politic (Askins, 

2016). I argued that this shift avoided an implicit statist assumption that the 

national citizenry is the ‘who’ of justice, as warned of by Fraser in her 

identification of the ‘post-Westphalian frame’ (2013). While I found agreement 

with Fraser on this point, I encountered two problems with her argument that I 

seek to address. The first problem was Fraser’s implicit rejection of the citizenry 

as a means of describing the subjects of justice. Found that her argument relied on 

the narrow understanding of citizenry-as-membership without consideration of the 

citizenry-as-practice or citizenry-as-body-politic, as discussed in Chapter 3.  

The second problem was that Fraser’s (2010) answer to the question of ‘who 

counts as a subject of justice?’ – her ‘all-subjected principle’ - did not consider 

that those who are ‘jointly subject to a given governance structure’ (p. 292-293) 

can include those who would seek to maintain those relations rather than 

challenge them. Thus, I argued that Fraser’s formulation did not adequately 

differentiate between the subjects of injustice. For example, to speak of the 

current conjuncture at the time of writing: in the UK and USA, the so-called ‘white 

working-class’ who voted in favour of institutionally racist political regimes 

spearheaded by UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson and US President Donald Trump 

appeared to be willing to risk enduring the effects of further economic and 

political injustice (austerity and corruption) in order to regain what they saw as 

their lost identities. They effectively sought to benefit from cultural injustices 

imposed upon Black and Brown People of Colour, immigrants and refugees (Saull, 
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2018; Virdee and McGeever, 2018; Watson, 2018; Patel and Connelly, 2019). I read 

this as part of the hegemonic development of capitalism, and specifically the 

culmination of neoliberalism, following Hall’s analysis of Thatcherism during the 

1970s and 1980s (Hall, 1987, 2017a).   

Hence, in contrast to Fraser’s all-subjected principle, I argued that the socially 

just citizenry consists of those who are allied to the collective cause of resisting 

injustice in all its forms. The socially just citizenry could therefore be seen as a 

revolutionary class who will transform social relations, moving towards a post-

capitalist era. However, by centring resistance as fundamentally necessary to the 

achievement of social justice, I have suggested that resisting the unjust effects of 

capitalism may be as important (if not more so) within an anti-capitalist education 

than the overthrowing of capitalism itself.   

I argued in Chapters 4-8 that this resistance takes place across all domains of social 

justice - economic, cultural, political and affective – and that a symbiotic process 

of reproduction of the socially just citizenry occurs alongside this resistance. 

Chapter 4 discussed the economic dimension: the resistance of exploitation and 

extraction by means of class struggle and anti-colonialism, and the enculturation 

of the egalitarian citizenry. Chapter 5 discussed the cultural dimension: the 

resistance of discrimination and epistemic injustice by means of antiracism and 

intersectional feminism, and the enculturation of the intersectional citizenry. 

Chapter 6 discusses the political dimension: the resistance of exclusion and 

repression by means of participation and democracy, and the enculturation of the 

deliberative citizenry. Chapter 7 discussed the affective dimension: the resistance 

of violence and indifference by means of compassion and solidarity, and the 

enculturation of the relational citizenry.  

In the next section, using this formulation, I recapitulate my claim that the 

reproduction of a socially just citizenry is best understood at the ‘conceptual 

conjunctures’ of social justice and power.     

8.3 The Justice-Power-Citizenry Conjuncture 

When a conjuncture unrolls, there is no 'going back'. History shifts gears. 

The terrain changes. You are in a new moment. You have to attend, 
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'violently', with all the 'pessimism of the intellect' at your command, to the 

'discipline of the conjuncture'. (Hall, 1987: np) 

In this passage, Hall tells us that a conjuncture is a moment in time in which a 

combination of events leads to a new historical phase – but that it should also 

compel a socially just citizenry to take critically informed action. In other words, a 

conjuncture is both temporal (in that it requires a timeous intervention) and 

conceptual (in that this intervention should be critical and reflexive). It is not a 

random occurrence, but a convergence of specific power relations that presents 

opportunities for reconstruction and resistance.  

In this investigation I have been led to consider that the reproduction of a socially 

just citizenry is a conjunctural process that takes place across multiple dimensions 

of justice and power. The formulation I put forward is as follows: social justice is 

not an end in itself but an ongoing process of participation, deliberation, 

reflexivity and resistance, during which relations of power undergo transformation. 

If power relations are ignored or remain unchanged, then a process of social 

justice has not occurred. Similarly, I showed that power can be concerted, 

coercive or ambivalent, depending on the effect it has in relation to justice. 

Concerted power (power with/to) is a process of justice, whereas coercive power 

(power over) is a process of injustice. Ambivalent power (power for) refers to 

processes of either justice or injustice, depending on what the power is for. 

I argued, then, that justice and power are ontologically, epistemologically and 

temporally co-constitutive: the relationship between justice and power can be 

accurately characterised as a conjunctural relationship. I found that it is within 

this conjuncture that a socially just citizenry is reproduced and engaged. If it is 

correct that this conjuncture provides the conditions that satisfy both the 

reproduction of the socially just citizenry and their capacity to resist injustice, the 

conclusion that education of the socially just citizenry should also follow this 

formulation is justified.     

8.4 Educating the Socially Just Citizenry 

In this work I have attempted to explore the meaning of social justice, asking what 

constitutes justice-oriented citizenship and the pedagogical and social 

arrangements that enable the cultivation of a socially just citizenry. I have argued 
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that the role of education in achieving social justice is best understood as a 

continuous and deliberative process of resisting injustice, and that this process 

requires the social reproduction of a socially just citizenry: a counter-hegemonic 

body politic characterised by a cultural orientation towards social justice. The 

social reproduction of this orientation, as I have contended, is a conjunctural 

process that occurs at the intersections of social justice and social power. My 

conclusion was that requires a public pedagogical project where education is 

directed towards the collective resistance of injustice, oppression and abuses of 

power. 

Added to that, I argued that this process of resistance includes resisting injustices 

both within and around the education system itself. Injustices in the education 

system include those resulting from the active expression of coercive power, such 

as overt racism, exclusion, abuse or violence. However, as discussed in Chapter 7, 

injustice can also be a result of passive power. In education, examples of this can 

include ‘non-decision making’, pacification or deprivation (of support, resources or 

services).  

I have concluded from this argument that education is a form of ‘ambivalent 

power’ in relation to social justice. I argued that education has the potential to be 

a form of resistance against injustice or part of the structures that perpetuate 

injustice. The purposes of education as identified by Biesta (2020) – qualification, 

socialisation and subjectification – have been mapped onto the dimensions of 

power in the theorisation developed in this thesis. These educational purposes, as 

forms of ambivalent power, could represent an injustice if they are enacted by 

means of coercion. This fundamentally ambivalent nature of education was one of 

the key conclusions of this thesis.  

I utilised the social justice theorisation of Fraser (1997, 2013), to identify the 

following as the main dimensions of justice: economic, cultural, political and 

affective. I discussed in Chapters 3 to 6 that the ambivalent power of education 

means that educational practices, policies and systems can be engaged in positive 

ways that contribute to social justice; or they can be engaged in negative ways 

that contribute to injustice.  
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In relation to economic injustice: I discussed the post-Marxist view that constitutes 

people not only as workers but as social beings. I contended that the education 

system under neoliberal capitalism risks framing students as workers of the future 

as opposed to whole persons. I found Fraser’s work instructive here, particularly in 

her construction of the concept of social reproduction (Fraser, 2023). This 

informed my analysis that capitalism is not just about the production of things and 

commodities: it also reproduces social relations. My conclusion was that as 

education is one of the main sites of social reproduction, it is incumbent on social 

justice educators to ensure that this is being carried out in a way that does not 

reproduce injustice. 

I contended that, while social justice educators should be concerned with 

economic injustice and material inequality, we should also be concerned with the 

question of how material inequality affects different groups of people. This 

involves understanding how these inequalities develop according to social 

hierarchies, along the boundaries of race, class, and gender. I argued that 

economic injustice cannot be considered entirely on its own and that a purely 

economistic approach to social justice that only focuses on material and economic 

wealth should be avoided. Rather, the focus should be on social relations and their 

entwinement with material inequalities.  

This led me to consider that the characteristics of contemporary capitalism itself 

should be the objects of critique. I suggested that developing a critical view of 

capitalism as part of the process of social reproduction is an educational 

imperative. This involves encouraging children, young people and educators to 

question the fundamentals of what is taking place within the capitalist social 

structure. I concluded from this that social justice educators should seek to 

question narratives that suggest the purpose of education is simply to produce 

workers; or to prepare young people for the process of labour exchange and the 

relation of exploitation in that exchange. I suggested that embarking on this 

critical perspective means acknowledging the inequalities brought about by 

contemporary capitalist society and equipping young people with the skills, 

knowledge and opportunity to challenge and critique those conditions.   
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I recognised, however, that it is not the role of the education system to 

materialise an alternative to capitalism. Whereas Fraser’s solution to the crisis of 

neoliberal capitalism is to embrace democratic socialism, I stopped short of 

arguing that it is a school’s job or an educator’s job to require children and young 

people to embrace socialism (or indeed any -ism). Instead, I argued that we should 

provide the front and back story of capitalism and allow students to interrogate 

the social conditions that arise from that. The philosophy of education I advocated 

for is one that enables students to come to their own conclusions as to what kind 

of social arrangements are required in the future to ensure a more equal, just and 

sustainable way of living: one that does not disproportionately disadvantage 

people in the Global South, women, people of colour, racialized minorities, 

disabled people and others who are unable to participate as peers in social life. 

Moving towards the dimension of cultural injustice: I contended that addressing 

whiteness and structural racism should be a fundamental part of a competent 

philosophy of social justice education. Heeding Fraser's warning about adopting a 

simplified identity politics that displaces concerns for economic and material 

inequalities, I attempted to shift my thinking around the cultural politics of 

identity towards a broader set of social concerns and structures of white 

supremacy. I introduced Arendt's theory of power with the aim of constructing 

systemic racism as a form of hegemonic dominance, using this to argue that social, 

economic, cultural and political contexts must inform educational thought and 

responses if we are to produce a socially just citizenry that can meaningfully 

engage in the resistance of injustice. I attempted to develop a nuanced 

understanding of whiteness that goes beyond individual actions perpetrated by 

specific white people towards a broader racial discourse that reinforces the power 

and interests of whiteness. 

I contended that gaining an understanding of the agential, structural, and 

ideological systems of whiteness and racism is a fundamental educational 

imperative that encompasses the practices of justice-oriented citizenship and the 

reproduction of a socially just citizenry. Additionally, I discussed how the social 

divisions of race and class are fundamentally intertwined and co-constitutive of 

each other. The perspective I developed was that antiracism should be seen as a 
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broader social project that tackles social divisions across the entire spectrum of 

injustices: economic, cultural, political and affective. Thus, to argue that the 

emphasis on white supremacy and race displaces the importance of class struggles 

is to fundamentally misunderstand the nature of antiracism. This led me to the 

conclusion that the task of resisting injustices involves appreciating that those 

injustices are implicated in social relations of power and subordination that cannot 

be explained by class struggle alone. 

I have argued that an education of the socially just citizenry, within the domain of 

cultural injustice, requires a critical understanding of the intersectionality of race, 

class and gender; located within a broader analysis of political economy, power 

and status. I stipulated that this requires an approach to antiracism that does not 

entertain misleading debates about the nature or existence of racism: instead, the 

entry point should be about dismantling systemic racism. I argued that this 

demands a historicised account of racism, including the beginnings of racialised 

hierarchies in pre-modern times; the historical imbrication of race, colonialism and 

capitalism; and the present-day inequalities that persist as a result. 

I concluded from this that the reproduction of a socially just citizenry requires an 

understanding of how systemic racism, patriarchy and class exploitation are built 

into the fabric of modern capitalist societies – along with an understanding of how 

these systemic oppressions have been resisted (e.g. through social movements). I 

found that whiteness should be understood as a structure of power and dominance 

that consistently reinforces and reiterates the interests of people who are 

racialised as white. A key educational task, I argued, is to increase levels of racial 

literacy while increasing our collective ability to discuss racism, in all its forms, in 

a reflective way that enables us to collaboratively oppose it. 

My next move in the concluding section of this thesis is focused on political 

injustice. In Chapter 5, I discussed citizenship as a form of legal status, contrasting 

this with an understanding of citizenship as a form of praxis characterised by 

active and participatory engagement with civic responsibilities and rights. I 

brought attention to the potential exclusions associated with a purely status-based 

understanding of citizenship, emphasizing the importance of recognizing 

citizenship as an everyday practice that extends beyond legal recognition. 
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Here I attempted to bring the political dimension into contact with the economic 

dimension. I brought together Whyte’s critique of neoliberalism – specifically her 

observation that it co-opts human rights language to promote market-driven 

policies (Whyte, 2019) – and I considered this alongside contemporary calls for 

radical economic alternatives found in the Modern Monetary Theory (MMT) and 

Degrowth movements. I sought to acknowledge the complexity and political 

implications of these theories, advocating for educators to engage students in 

critical discussions about economic alternatives, while highlighting the necessity 

for political action in economic restructuring. 

Within the political realm, I also sought to prompt discussion on the concept of 

reparational citizenship education. Here I drew parallels between economic 

reparations – which involve acknowledging and compensating for past wrongs - and 

cultural reparations - which focus on recognizing and repairing damaged cultural 

identities. The latter, I argued, is a fundamentally educational task that involves 

addressing the cultural identity damage resulting from imperialism, exploitation, 

discrimination and indifference. My conclusion was that an education of a socially 

just citizenry, within the domain of political injustice, requires a critical 

understanding of the state's jurisdiction and decision-making structures and the 

manifestations of political injustice such as exclusion and unequal representation. 

It requires an exploration of social belonging, equal voice, and fair representation 

in public deliberations; in addition to the potential exclusions associated with a 

purely status-based understanding of citizenship, recognizing citizenship as an 

everyday practice that extends beyond legal recognition. Additionally, I argued 

that the education of a socially just citizenry requires an exploration of 

neoliberalism’s imbrication with unjust political structures; visions for alternative 

economic structures rooted in post-capitalist thought; and critical activism: where 

students learn about injustice, act on their concerns, reflect on their capacity to 

act, and evaluate the impact of their actions. 

The final dimension of injustice I addressed in the thesis is affective injustice. 

Here I proposed a pedagogy of social justice that recognizes the role of emotions 

and affective inequality. I suggested incorporating critical hope and affective 

equality into pedagogical practice, emphasizing the importance of cultivating love, 
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care, and solidarity in addressing social injustices. I advocated for a nuanced 

understanding of emotions, acknowledging their role in social struggles while 

promoting ethical responses to injustice. 

Additionally, I found that an inclusive and contextualized understanding of 

precarity is needed, acknowledging historical and global variations in its 

manifestations, calling for global solidarity against narratives that pit different 

groups affected by precarity against one another. I found agreement with 

Standing's (2011, 2018) identification of the plutocracy and the elite as holders of 

global power while joining others in criticising his Euro-American-centric view of 

precarity (Scully, 2016), calling for a more culturally inclusive and globally salient 

analysis of social justice. The section concluded with the assertion that a socially 

just citizenry must unite against narratives that perpetuate precarity and empower 

individuals through education to act in the interest of global solidarity. 

Finding agreement with the work of Lynch and colleagues (2012; Cantillon and 

Lynch, 2017), I have suggested that the education of a socially just citizenry, 

within the domain of affective injustice, requires a critical understanding of 

inequalities in the giving and receiving of love, care, and solidarity; as well as the 

unequal distribution of the burdens and pleasures of care and love work in society. 

I concluded that education of a socially just citizenry requires an understanding of 

ways of establishing relational equality; encompassing love relations, care 

relations, and solidarity relations (Cantillon and Lynch, 2017): relations that 

involve interdependencies such as attachment, intimacy, friendship, commitment, 

and political concern. This led me to conclude that an in-depth understanding of 

the emotions associated with social justice is required, particularly the emotional 

distance that can emerge between future aspirations for justice and the current 

realities of injustice, as discussed in section 6.2. 

Bringing my conclusions to a close, I focus next on the role of educational power. 

My review of literature in philosophy of education and political philosophy led me 

to the view that discussions of social justice can lack a full acknowledgement of 

the operations of power. My observation was that social justice theory and power 

theory tend to sit in separate areas of literature. In this thesis, I sought to bring 

these literatures and theories together, thereby creating a heuristic framework 
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introduced in section 7.3. The purpose of creating this heuristic was not to create 

a complete explanatory framework that neatly pieces together all the theoretical 

and empirical complexities associated with social justice and power. Rather, its 

purpose is to enable readers to discuss the dimensions of social justice and the 

operations of power in relation to one another. I have argued that this heuristic 

may be useful for educational researchers and practitioners alike in future 

explorations of social justice education (see section 8.5 below).    

One of my proposals was that social justice can be achieved through the practice 

of critical activism, as discussed in Chapter 5. My interpretation was that critical 

activism is a form of educational power that operates as concerted-active power 

(e.g. acts of cooperation, deliberation and resistance), concerted-passive power 

(e.g. considered negotiation or accepting a concession), concerted-ideological 

power (e.g. critical consciousness, truth-telling or moral suasion), and concerted-

disciplinary power (e.g. the development of self-knowledge, conscience and 

praxis). I discussed how these forms of power represent different facets of 

students' engagement with activism, and that this nuanced understanding of power 

in activism adds depth to the exploration of justice-oriented citizenship. 

In this thesis I have sought to build on the work of authors who have argued that 

the education system plays a notable role in the reproduction of neoliberal 

capitalist society and the inequalities that come with those social arrangements – 

but it also has a role in the struggle those arrangements (Giroux, 2011; Apple, 

2012; Ball, 2016b; Reay, 2017). The understanding I have arrived at is that, at 

worst, education is a self-perpetuating system defined by the parameters of 

capitalism that requires young people to develop the individual resilience to 

overcome the social challenges that capitalism itself creates. At best, it is a site of 

collective struggle against the unjust effects and impact of neoliberal capitalism. 

This is why I conclude that the education system, educators and students should be 

resolute in challenging the injustices being perpetrated on the global population; 

and that many of those injustices are the result of capitalism in its current 

‘cannibalistic’ form that devours social relations and causes environmental 

devastation (Fraser, 2022). My conclusion is that the ends of justice require a shift 

in the role of education: redirecting it away from the social reproduction of 
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contemporary capitalism and towards the social reproduction of a socially just 

citizenry. 

 

8.5 Directions for the Future 

In this thesis, I have made the case for social justice education to pursue an anti-

capitalist agenda via the reproduction of a socially just citizenry. Clearly, many 

questions remain that are both prompted by and go beyond those considered in 

this thesis. Principal among them concerns how an anti-capitalist imperative could 

take root in educational research and practice. What are the tools at the disposal 

of social justice educators, and are we ready to use them?  

It has been argued that education for degrowth, itself an anti-capitalist 

proposition, is what constitutes an educational good (Jones, 2021) and a useful 

framework for sustainable education technology (Selwyn, 2024). Alternatively, 

other scholars argue in favour of a renewal of spiritual education to help shape a 

post-capitalist society (Webster, 2022). A related question is whether schools and 

the education system more broadly are ready for such radical proposals, given 

their imbrication within the capitalist system itself. Or, should social justice 

educators abandon schools as sites of struggle in favour of other physical spaces in 

which post-capitalist imaginaries can materialise (Anderson et al., 2023)? While 

there is undoubtedly room for a constellation of ideas on the topic of anti-

capitalist education, the general direction of travel remains uncertain. 

A second set of questions need to be dealt with around the continuing emergence 

of new technologies. What are the ethical implications for educators of ongoing 

technological developments in big data, artificial intelligence and other emerging 

technologies; particularly given the very real risk of a largely instrumental role 

being attributed to education in developing the technological workforce (Jules and 

Salajan, 2020; Schiff, 2022)? How do educators combat the proliferation of 

misinformation and disinformation enabled by such technologies (Parker, 2023)? 

How should educators understand and develop forms of digital citizenship that are 

cognisant of inequalities and injustices, given that the politics of digital technology 

is itself subject to relations of power (Emejulu and McGregor, 2019)? 
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A third set of questions for the future relates to the entwinement of social justice 

and climate justice. How can climate education be aptly characterised as a justice 

concern (Walsh, 2022)? What are the consequences for young people’s wellbeing of 

the continuing exposure to climate (in)justice and (in)action, and how should this 

be addressed in education (Vamvalis, 2023)? How can climate justice education be 

enhanced given the existence of systemic barriers, pressures and contradictions 

within the education system that can result in inaction and lack of engagement 

(McGregor and Christie, 2021)?  

It is my hope that the work conducted in the writing of this thesis can contribute 

towards these urgent issues currently being explored in educational research. This 

thesis represents a platform from which I aim to build and to consider how the 

questions articulated above can be broached. 
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