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Abstract
This position paper situates the on-going struggle over the preferential right of
interpretation in education at the global arena. The recent influences from
neoliberalism is emphasised and placed in a perspective based on analyses of the
post-apartheid teacher education reform in Namibia as an example of a counterhegemonic attempt. The conclusion drawn from the global and local analyses is
that new alliances need to be created based on a refurbished solidarity perspective
in the North in support of the preferential right of interpretation of ‘the poors’,
particularly in the South.

It is after twenty years of development work in the South combined with the parallel
observation of a displacement of critical pedagogical ideas in the international discourse on
education that this paper can be seen as a call for a restoration of a critical agenda under
altered circumstances.
The absence of practitioners’ preferential right of interpretation over educational
practice in the official academic discourse has been an integrated part of this displacement. A
struggle has been staged between academics and other practitioners and played out as a divide
in scholarly power.1 The altered circumstances referred to above are at present to a large
extent related to the overwhelming international influence on education from neo-liberal
thinking and the recent illusions created by information technology symbolically represented
by expressions like ‘the global village’.
Contextual reasons and possibilities for an alternative perspective
Traditional colonialism and imperialism created deficient educational systems that in many
instances still are in place in de-colonised countries.2 Even after victorious liberation
struggles, where the critical role of education was emphasised, national systems continued to
follow a conservative charter. Schools in such systems can at many places be characterised as
deficit copies of the original idea in the sense that they have reinforced the problematic sides
of formal education while the progressive sides have been weakened. For example, selection
and examination have been emphasised at the expense of participation and growth. These
educational systems have on a different level contributed to dichotomise societies instead of
creating societies characterised by cultural and social integration.3 Classrooms have to a large
extent signalled the illusion of mass opportunity to participate in the modernised world not
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least through slogans like ‘education for all’.4 Contrary to that promise the majority of
learners have continued to be sent back to the village and considered even less useful in that
or the alternative available detour, i.e. the locations to join ‘the poors’ at the brink of the
attractive urban and modernised enclaves.5 The HIV/Aids epidemic has aggravated the
situation even further as it will soon have the same local effect as the triangular slave trade,
meaning that an indispensable social layer of society might disappear in a not so far future.6
From this perspective we can ponder over the role of formal education in the
furtherance of social justice. International organisations and government representatives alike
point to the positive role of education in their rhetoric almost on a daily basis as if education
by nature changes things to the better. However, education plays dual and contradictory roles.
On one hand education is critical and forward looking and on the other it is a conservative
force in the sense that it maintains structures of power not least through the way the
preferential right of interpretation, i.e. the right to name and analyse social practice, is played
out.
Formal education has always had a strong conservative agenda as a way to socialise
citizens into the status quo. Therefore, education is not what it portraits itself to be but works
in many ways in contradiction to its liberating agenda not least through the apprenticeship of
observation that every pupil experience and that underpins the common sense about
schooling.7 Modern schooling is also in some absurd ways something that almost by
definition takes place at an early stage in life8, in spite of the rhetoric of life-long endeavours
that often become limited to its corrective purposes to satisfy new needs on labour.
On a broader political and global scale, and even more so after the staging of the war
against terrorism, American triumphalism has set the agenda after the fall of the Soviet Union.
This triumphalism coincides with the preferential right of interpretation assigned to the
economists and their market perspectives that have taken a hegemonic hold over the way we
look at education as an integrated part of neo-liberal marketisation. Thus, human capital
theory turns education into a commodity while the efficiency claims ignore learning as the
unit of education and sends the policy attention in the wrong direction. Further on, schooling
as a delivery system has maintained the type of practice that Paulo Freire once called banking
education and further marginalised the innovative, critical, and liberating aspects of
education.9
The international donor community, that still plays an important and strategic role in the
South, has followed the mainstream trends and left their previous solidarity charter for the
neo-liberal bandwagon. Organisations like the World Bank has even highjacked what initially
was considered as counter hegemonic attempts, like teacher research, and transformed it into a
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technical rationality and thereby evicted its critical edge.10 The agenda of the WTO to turn
education into a commodity through the effects of GATS is alarming.11 This transformation
process has already started and will, if it succeeds with its intent, leave one of humankind’s
common assets, the right to education, in the hands of profit makers as already has happened
with other basic needs.12
It is in the above context that we should critically consider the message from the
prophets of information technology that we all live in a global village as this
conceptualisation builds on vain hopes. Castells has elaborated on the agenda and global
effects of the network society for countries in the South, especially in Africa.
An alternative model of development, one that would in fact be more socially and
environmental sustainable, is not a utopia, and there is an abundance of realistic,
technically sound proposals for self-reliant development models in a number of
countries, as well as strategies for Africa-centered regional cooperation. In most cases,
they assume the necessary partial de-linking of African economies from global
networks of capital accumulation, given the consequences of current asymmetrical
linkages. 13

Castells is not alone in his conclusion that changes are possible but that development in the
South need a re-orientation and de-linkage from global capital networks to be able to create
new possibilities.
We have to be able to design practical action programmes linking democratization with
social advancement, with sufficient courage to implement effective policies within such
a framework and to deal boldly with the risk of conflict that arises from the thrust of
capitalist expansion.14

Samoff has noted that there are a number of reasons for the lack of sustainable development
in the field of third world education. He has attributed many of these reasons to the
mainstream trends in the development donor business.15 The development of alternatives to
the marketisation of education and its devastating effects in the third world are needed.
The slogan “Knowledge is Power” was previously entertained in the educational
struggle for social justice. As a consequence those who officially represented the struggle
attempted to get hold of that knowledge. When that knowledge was acquired the smell of the
attached power was sensed. Many lost interest in turning back to address the second step in
their liberating mission, namely the question of redistribution, due to the distancing that
power often creates.16 This distancing process changed the original slogan which then
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critically was read “Power is Knowledge” by the marginalised and powerless. In today’s
common discourse of the network society knowledge is reduced to information. Information
access has become the recent blessing while the real flows of power hides behind the
communication curtain where information is created at the will of business interests in the
North.
The information highways have accelerated the hegemony of neo-liberal ideas. These
highways are in a sense treacherous through their accessibility and face-validity. They also
have a tendency to silence critical perspectives as they build on what is perceived as free
choices. This perception never asks for what is missing or encourages questions related to the
problems with free choices based on neo-liberal ideas. The neo-liberal free choice rhetoric has
worked in at least two ways. First, it has ignored the types of social and cultural capital
needed, in addition to the financial one, to create situations of choice for all, if ever possible
in a world divided by wealth and poverty on both national and global levels. Secondly, it has
created a narrow reinterpretation of ‘freedom’ as ‘freedom of choice’.
The perception of participation is strong amongst teachers and learners in the South who
are included in international school networks where they can chat across the globe with their
affluent partners in the North. This participation is often moulded by a hegemonic world-view
usually sponsored by business interests that are seldom questioned but rather praised for their
social charity and philantrophy. It comes without fail that schoolyards in the South are
transposed to advertising pillar for multinational corporations. These pillars become the
illusionary signs of membership in the global village for the ‘lucky ones’.17 Further on, the
difference between information and knowledge and the impact of the dominant world culture
are seldom critically discussed when the floodgates of information are opened as they create
an impression of fortunate accessibility. Thus, the new information and communication
technology will further the hegemonic globalisation trends unless consciously used for other
than mainstream purposes and as potential sites for resistance.
Alternative possibilities are already demonstrated by international grassroots
organisations outside the educational sector that points to the possibilities to recapture a
progressive initiative.18 These initiatives are however often hidden by the hegemonic language
of economists or marginalised through the way social problems are pathologized and
criminalised.19 So far has similar networks in the field of education either been confined to the
academic world and its exclusive preferential right of interpretation or negated the critical,
political, and global perspectives beyond the affluent societies in the North.20
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Alternative conceptions - born and bred in the South
The post-apartheid teacher education reform in Namibia included a number of initiatives that
were based on counter-hegemonic conceptions in relation to the previous dispensation and
even when placed on the mainstream international arena beyond the African continent.21
A retrospective analysis of the teacher education reform was mainly based on
conceptions from Antonio Gramsci like hegemony, traditional intellectuals, common sense
and their antagonist conceptions counter-hegemony, organic intellectuals, and good sense.22
The struggle over the preferential right of interpretation was analysed through the lenses of
these conceptions at the three major levels of policy as an imperative reform framework,
contested programme imprints, and the creation of a counter-hegemonic reform agency at
institutional level.23 It was this struggle that on a general level created a transposed reform
with mixed reform imprints while the counter-hegemonic influences remained strong in
certain areas like critical practitioner inquiry.
Critical Practitioner Inquiry (CPI) was introduced in the Basic Education Teacher
Diploma (BETD), the new teacher education programme for basic education, after
independence in 1990. CPI was developed from an alternative research concern that was
moulded in exile during the liberation struggle and further emphasised through the inclusion
of scholars like Ken Zeichner, Melanie Walker, John Elliott, and their writings in the change
efforts.24
This part of the reform was seen as a thrust against the prevailing research tradition that
relied on practises that in principle tried to imitative laboratory testing in the social fields as
an attempt to point out the truth to the practitioners and the way forward for their educational
practice. The writings and practical co-operation with Staf Callewaert also supported the
development of alternative practices like CPI, but from a different perspective. Callewaert has
for long maintained that scientists have no right to claim the preferential right of interpretation
over what practitioners need to do.
It is simply not true that the scientist can tell people how to solve problems. He does not
know, even if he, for social reasons, maintains that he is the person who has the final
word, even in practical matters. The social hierarchical structures of all professional
sectors are made up according to the logic of quasi-theory telling the practitioner what to
do. That is the way power is organised. There are causes explaining why this is so, but
there are no reasons why it ought to be so.25

The neo-behaviourist tradition that was reborn through teacher-proof material after
independence in a USAID sponsored project could even be seen as a continuation of the pre21
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independence policy under a new label, which as a consequence prolonged the war of position
on the reform arena in Namibia.26
Teacher educators at the colleges developed and applied CPI as part of staff
development courses. These courses were designed to introduce CPI and to develop a critical
knowledge base of education in Namibia. The contributions so far to such a knowledge base
show both the trouble and successes with counter-hegemonic efforts. A look at the reports
from the Higher Diploma courses during a five years period (1996 – 2000) identifies a few
tendencies pointing in a counter-hegemonic direction.
Table 1. Tendencies in Higher Diploma reports following a Critical Practitioner Inquiry approach.
From

Towards



Testing of hypotheses.



Concern about development issues.



Situations explained through a deficit filter.



Situations contextually analysed.



Action as add on.



Change efforts in focus.



Pseudo-theoretically driven through literature
referencing.



Systematic analyses of practice and context
for critical understanding.



Defining inquiry as imitative objectivity
through a ‘theoretical package’.



Acknowledging partiality in conscious
choices.



Reliance on external wisdom.



Referencing to and building on internal
wisdom.



Writing for the tutor.



Writing for community and a knowledge base.

The Masters’ reports from 1999 – 2000 indicate the future potentials of academic courses that
follow a CPI approach if sustained beyond the initial optimism they generate.27 The
experiences from CPI in Namibia have been analysed elsewhere also by Melanie Walker
(1996:b), Chuma Mayumbelo & John Nyambe (1999), Lars Dahlström (1999), Ken Zeichner
(2000), and Lars Dahlström (2002).28
Júlio Emílio Diniz-Pereira (2002) makes an overview of what he calls teacher research
and identifies three main approaches.29 These are the hegemonic technical approach and the
counter-hegemonic practical and critical approaches. The present introduction of Critical
Practitioner Inquiry can be categorised as a critical approach. The strengths of critical
26
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approaches are usually found on the local level, while they are weak on a more structural and
global level. The Global South Network is an attempt to create a stronger global agenda.
New global structures as an emerging possibility
One conclusion that can be drawn from the above is that the common international trends also
affect the field of education through the “institutionalising of international influences” to
borrow the words of Samoff.30 Therefore, from a broader perspective, new agendas need to be
institutionalised to create a sustainable preferential right of interpretation by practitioners over
their own practice.
A new division of power over the preferential right of interpretation is possible. The
Global South Network for Critical Practitioner Inquiry & Social Development is an attempt in
that direction. A tentative policy framework has been developed for the Global South
Network that is based on educational experiences from the South within the framework
presented above.
The main purpose of the network is to encourage the furtherance of radical pedagogy
and innovative practices through an international institutional network that works in pursuit of
local and global social justice. For that purpose the network will operate towards the
furtherance of inquiry that through conceptions of radical pedagogy will move the preferential
right of interpretation over educational practice closer to practitioners across national,
cultural, and gender barriers.
The activities of the network are positioned within a policy framework that
acknowledges contextual pedagogic and critical practitioner inquiry. Within this framework,
the pedagogy attempts to uncover forces that affect social situations and to expose practices
and structures that produce or reproduce inequalities also beyond educational settings. This
policy framework comprises a number of tentative postulates:31


Conventional academic perspectives have a tendency to view practical knowledge
(knowledge of practice) as an application of academic knowledge and not as a form of
knowledge in its own right. Hence the need for situational knowledge as an alternative
form of knowledge. The concept situational knowledge is used to describe a combination
of knowledge of practice and contextual knowledge that is carried out through a research
practice called critical practitioner inquiry. Knowledge of practice is a type of embodied
knowledge that often has been adapted to the academic paradigm. This adaptation has
given it a theoretical dress that has been delivered back to practitioners as educational
recipe books. Critical Practitioner Inquiry is an attempt to break this adaptation. Hence the
need to combine the embodied knowledge of practice with contextual knowledge, i.e.
critical knowledge about the conditions for practice, without allowing a conservative
academic turn.32
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In order to cope with social situations in a realistic way, educators as well as other
practitioners have to integrate into their perspective the view that both practical and
structural knowledge are social constructions in a pluralistic and often difficult terrain.
The ensuing conclusion is that a constant struggle is staged over which knowledge is
legitimate and who are the legitimate learners of that knowledge. Hence the importance of
a view that looks at curriculum as a social construction and a field for the struggle over the
preferential right of interpretation.



A basic problem is that education tends to be seen as a system of delivery that does not
take into account critical thinking, previous experiences, or learning in society as a whole
because delivery systems are based on taken for granted knowledge (common sense).
Hence the importance of a pedagogy that includes critical, historical and experiential
perspectives that avoids reducing education to a simplistic and linear process of ‘learning
as teaching’.



Education has to take a drastic turn to invent a new humane practice out of the destructive
confrontation between tradition and mainstream westernisation that is taking place in the
South. A new direction shall acknowledge and institutionalise practical and contextual
knowledge and the social construction of meaning. It shall involve community and bring
back in an accessible way to community the knowledge and skills that education
generates. Hence the importance of a radical pedagogy that acknowledge culture and civil
society as integrated fields of educational endeavours.

The tentativeness of these postulates is due to the fact that it is the member institutions that
work out the policy framework for the network. Such a policy framework is not a static
construction forever cut in stone, but will go through a continuous development process. The
Global South Network for Critical Practitioner Inquiry & Social Development is initiated by
the Department of Education33 at Umeå University as its facilitator and developmental
midwife. Tentative nodes in the network are based on contacts with institutions in Africa,
South America, and Asia. The initial activities of the network are organised in the following
way.


The development of an international institutional network that encompasses and facilities
South to South co-operation and capacity building.



The creation of physical meeting places and colloquia for the furtherance of the network’s
intentions.



The joint development of internally and externally financed projects that foster the
furtherance of Critical Practitioner Inquiry as a tool for social understanding and
development in line with the network’s intentions.



The joint development of courses on undergraduate, graduate, and postgraduate levels that
follow Critical Practitioner Inquiry approaches.



The building of a radical knowledge base of pedagogy and social practice that is
accessible through a network website and/or printed publications.

There is a governing idea based on a critical rationality that runs through the argument above.
This idea can be illustrated by a quote from Richard Taylor et al. They express this idea with
reference to the writings of Pierre Bourdieu as follows: “intellectuals qua cultural producers
University of Wisconsin-Madison, USA, and Staf Callewaert (1997) The Idea of a University. In Nilsson, Ingrid
& Lundahl, Lisbet Teacher, Curriculum and Policy. Department of Education, Umeå University. 181-200.
33
Pedagogiska Institutionen.
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hold a specific kind of symbolic power, which they may put at the service of the dominant or
the dominated”.34
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