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Introduction:
A Note...

	 I can’t recall the exact date we launched Taboo: The Journal of Culture and 
Education. Strikes me that it was mid-1990s, it was Peter Lang Publishing’s first 
attempt at printing an academic journal. Joe Kincheloe started Taboo with me, 
the idea of creating a critical journal, one that was committed to social justice and 
radical pedagogies was incredibly energizing, as was combining education with 
cultural studies. We launched Taboo in the exhibit hall of AERA, with great cer-
emony, we wheeled out a wire bookshelf packed with black coffee mugs branded 
with Taboo.
	 Taboo was one of the first journals in education with a completely social 
theoretical structure and content. As the journal grew, we became friends and 
colleagues with our contributors, branching off to books, conferences, and grant 
writing. After several years of the journal, Lang sold it to Alan Jones, owner and 
publisher at Caddo Gap Press, and a terrific human being. The journal grew, and 
morphed, often highlighting doctoral students and opened up to different subject 
areas and constructs. After Joe’s death in 2009, it was difficult for me to continue 
to edit the journal without my beloved partner and co-editor. Diifferent academics 
edited and published Taboo for several years. It became apparent last year that 
it was time to come back to Taboo, freshening the journal and co-editing with J. 
Cynthia McDermott.  
	 While the original mandates of Taboo are still in place, Cynthia and I have 
decided to publish special issues at least once or twice a year interspersed with 
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non-topical volumes, reflecting general topics. Our first issue since becoming 
co-editors was edited by Cynthia and Adam F. C. Fletcher: a unique Spring 2024 
Issue on Adultism. This editorial introduces our second issue: a bricolage of 
unique pieces. Our commitment to Taboo is at least two issues a year, for 2024, 
we are planning four to give the updated journal a new start. Cynthia’s and Ad-
am’s fall 2024 issue will focus on democracy and the year-end winter 2024 issue 
I will edit will reflect upon the genocide of Palestine and Gaza (see below for our 
emails if you wish to place an article, narrative, or creative piece in either or both 
journals).
	 It’s such an honor and joy to be back with Taboo and to welcome you to read, 
disseminate, disagree with, or champion our dear Taboo. To our new readers: wel-
come, welcome, welcome! And to our longtime readers: thanks for your continued 
loyalty.  
	 May we see better days, keeping our hearts and mind with those who suffer 
the needless effects of arrogance, fascism, genocide, and toxic dominance. As Joe 
Kincheloe would say at the end of his speeches and classes: Peace be with you.

—Shirley R. Steinberg

Fall 2024 Democracy issue: contact Cynthia at mcdprof@hotmail.com

Winter 2024 Genocide issue: Contact Shirley at msgramsci@gmail.com
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bell hooks Three Years
on from Her Passing

	 Continue to rest in peace, Gloria Watkins alias bell hooks, almost three years 
since many colleagues and I were stunned by the devastating news of your de-
parture. Like leaves to trees in autumn are we to life; it sheds us each in turn. 
It shed you suddenly, you who have made many of us learn to appreciate life 
itself from different angles and from different standpoints, your voice making 
us wary of intersectional crossroads. You captured the minds and hearts of many 
with your simple but not simplistic writing in Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, 
Thinking Black (hooks, 1989) with its lovely lucid essays on various topics and 
the pain felt with regard to multiple oppressions. They comprise the intersections 
of race, gender (including sexual orientation and the scourge of homophobia) and 
social class. The same applies to your acclaimed Feminist Theory: From Margin 
to Centre (hooks, 2014), arguing for intersectionality with other oppressions to 
do justice to the struggles of women. You found a kindred spirit in Paulo Freire, 
whom your comrade, the Rev. Cornel West (1993) proclaimed an ‘organic intel-
lectual,’ despite what you call his (Freire’s) “phallocentric paradigm of liberation” 
(hooks, 1993, 1994b). The two books by him you cite over and over are Pedagogy 
of the Oppressed and Education for Critical Consciousness. Later, for instance 
in Teaching Community (hooks, 2003), you bring other more recent texts from 
Freire into the discussion, notably Pedagogy of the Heart (Freire, 2016) or, to cite 
it in its Portuguese original, Sombre desta mangueira. You never managed to do 
a ‘talking book’ with Paulo even though you admitted that this would have been 
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a consummation devoutly to be wished, to repeat Shakespeare’s phrase reserved 
for Hamlet, given that you love poetry and majored in English at Stanford. What a 
great conversation this would have been. You took certain white feminists to task 
with your first Ain’t I a Woman (hooks, 1981) which must have incurred the wrath 
of many but would have won the admiration of others. I recall your writing that 
you had a hard time finding a publisher for this book which came with the subtitle, 
“Black Women and Feminism.” This struck me as a very powerful, impassioned 
piece which belied the young age when you wrote it. You come across as un-
sparing and uncompromising in your critique of everyone you target, some you 
trounce with devastating, scathing, but cogently argued criticisms of their assump-
tions and assertions. Others you deal with more prudently and with the respect 
they deserve, as they are strong allies in the struggle against domination by im-
perialist white structures, capitalist structures at that. These structures have been 
relegating many to disposable beings, denied their humanity. If there could have 
been any doubt as to what constituted one of the greatest examples in history of 
oppression, then your erudite and historically informed account of the slave trade, 
dispels this. It is a tour de force of cultural history highlighting its strong sinister 
side. One feels the weight of history that you carried on your back as a Black 
working-class woman. It reinforced my view, if it needed any reinforcement, that 
the much glorified cultural “achievements” of Europe, the continent from which 
I hail, is heavily tainted by human blood and degradation. And slavery has left its 
deep-rooted scars as shown by the novels of Toni Morrison among others (see the 
complex Beloved and the exposure of the international and transnational slave 
effort in, for instance, A Mercy)—the subject of your doctoral thesis. This aspect 
of international history reveals a world in which certain humans were and still 
are projected and treated as ‘subhuman,’ whose lives are meaningless and whose 
identities are buried in the heaps of many dead bodies. This, lest we forget, was 
the case of millions of Jews during the Holocaust under Nazi ruled Germany. It 
was, and still is, the case of the Indigenous of many Settler Colonial territories. It 
was and is the case of many Palestinians from the late 1940s onward and today. 
As I write, their bodies pile up or are scattered beneath the rubble in Gaza, also 
victims of Settler Colonial rule and made to suffer ‘collective punishment.’ The 
same applies to close relatives of the many victims of Hamas’s terrorist attack on 
October 7th, 2023. There is a deep-seated antagonistic disposition on both sides. 
Your overall message, however, is one of hope, an ‘Educated hope’ as Giroux 
would say, not the forlorn hope of the two tramps at the end of Samuel Beckett’s 
Waiting for Godot.
	 Ain’t I a Woman might have started as a piece of undergraduate writing, as 
you state time and time again, and can well be dismissed by detractors for your 
being too gung ho, but I find it very revealing and instructive in its vast expanse 
of coverage and for its pain which underlines the passion with which you write. 
And yet all this is tempered by your deep sense of humanity and writing with love 
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which enables you to transcend any sectarian politics to reach out. You are not 
among those who simply construct alterity in terms of whiteness or masculinity. 
You transcend the sectarianism of the early Black Power movement and the initial 
uncompromising stance by Malcolm X. Your political end is the healthy utopia of 
people ‘breaking bread,’ a Christian metaphor (Last Supper, Emmaus) for commu-
nion (hooks, 2002; hooks & West, 2016), predicated on feminist love, where one 
learns from the other, from different histories inscribed in our bodies as persons 
who, though different, are not or do not remain antagonistic. The extension of 
the hand to people, if genuine dialogue is involved, does not entail eschewing the 
troubling and unsettling questions concerning the politics and historical residues 
of difference. These include the many contradictions that you expose in various 
formats. As cultural critic (hooks, 2004a), you demonstrate these, in paintings, 
especially the expressionist art of New Yorker Jean Michelle Basquiat, and films. 
This highlighting of social contradictions, both deliberately, critically exposed by 
the artist (e.g., Basquiat), or those of which the artist or critic (Camille Paglia) is 
perceived by you to be guilty in a white colonising way (superficially sounding 
radical while defending the Canon as if its very existence is threatened) is a strong 
feature of your contribution to cultural politics and to Cultural Studies. This is 
an area which, together with Women’s Studies, and, I would add, post-9/11/2001, 
Middle East and Postcolonial Studies, is viewed with suspicion and disdain by 
traditional academics or cultural custodians (often self-styled?). You however un-
derline the potential that Cultural Studies has to help us read the world critically 
and in a manner that can be liberating: Reading cultural works critically for their 
politics of representation, contestation and renewal, as “the practice of freedom.”
	 These are recurring points in your work but are highly concentrated in such 
volumes as Outlaw Culture (hooks, 2004 a). Once again, it is not only in white 
supremacist cultural productions that you found great occlusions and contradic-
tions but also in works directed by African American icons such as Spike Lee. 
They are also evident in your very insightful and friendly exchange with Ice Cube, 
the well-known rapper and star in Boyz n’d Hood, directed by the late John Sin-
gleton and launched in 1991. I recall watching it on television a year later, when 
I was concluding my doctoral residence period in Toronto. It was precisely the 
time when I was delving deeply into your work. I first came across your name 
in early 1991 at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE/University 
of Toronto). You were all the rage then as a strong anti-racist movement made 
its presence felt at the institution. Your name, together with those of your friend 
and aide de camp, Chandra Mohanty, whose allure took you to Oberlin College, 
Angela Davis, noblesse oblige, and Stuart Hall constituted ‘hallowed territory.’ I 
am not sure you would have blushed on hearing this as you do not exactly hold 
back, in your essays, from asserting your writing prowess. Of course, you often do 
this to highlight the way you were often badly treated by teachers in mixed race 
schools, following your earlier different, more encouraging and morale boosting 
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experience in an all-black school, when there was still school segregation. This 
reminds me of certain pro-segregation feminist arguments that girls tend to get 
a raw deal in co-ed schools. Segregation, as you strongly point out, persists in 
various ways, subtle and overt, even following legislation to end it. Legal equality 
never translates on its own into real equality. 
	 You must have ruffled feathers with your challenging intellectual attitude and 
behaviour. Despite your cult status among students in Toronto, I also came across 
a white feminist professor, whom I greatly respect, who took umbrage with some 
of the things you wrote in your first book (hooks, 1981). Of course, the title of this 
book you borrowed, out of deep respect, from Sojourner Truth, the abolitionist 
and campaigner for civil rights who escaped, with her infant daughter, from slav-
ery and whom you quote extensively in this and other works. Though, I repeat, 
you provide a tour de force, you at times went ‘on the rampage.’ You somewhat 
mellowed in your later works which are nevertheless imbued with that radical 
edge that is your hallmark, tempered by your strong overall streak of love of life 
and humanity. Your revolutionary commitment is an act of love, as you express 
throughout your work but which is boldly expressed in the title of one of your 
more recently republished books (hooks, 2018), with its echoes, in its title, of Ant-
ony and Cleopatra in John Dryden’s Restoration drama (All for Love), but which 
goes beyond the romantic as it entails healing and redemption, providing a vision 
of a world not as it is but as it can and should be. It also involves being of service 
to others, in a world, you painfully remind us, that tends to treat such service, and 
those who offer it, with contempt (hooks, 2003, p. 83). Gone are the days when 
vocations such as nursing were esteemed and socially rewarded not in pecuniary 
terms but, in London, England, at the height of the NHS, with different acts of rec-
ognition, such as cab drivers ferrying nurses for free. Despite your assertiveness, 
there is an openness and sense of yearning for human connection in your work 
which cuts across race and gender lines. Yet this, as you experienced, judging from 
your narratives, was not always appreciated both when you occupied subordinate 
roles as a student in traditional classrooms, developing enduring friendships with 
chambermaids during holiday periods on campus, when you could not afford the 
fare to travel home, down South (hooks, 1988), and even later as a fully-fledged 
academic.
	 Certain white professors you came across at university provided bitter chas-
tening experiences with their ‘white supremacist’ self-fulfilling prophecies about 
Black and working-class students at elite ‘Ivy league’ institutions and their West-
ern U.S. equivalents. You also had the added dimension of being a woman who 
would not passively accept things without problematizing. Talking back (hooks, 
1988) or being assertive as a student in graduate class can prove too much for 
certain white dons, who have a strong sense of entitlement and consider only a 
special breed of student (invariably white and middle class with unmistakably 
bourgeois demeanour) as the ‘ideal type.’ Despite my shades of whiteness, as a 
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Mediterranean person, I too faced some of these professors, often among those 
who were full of substance but arrogant or others who were suspect, without com-
mand of the material they taught, and like those professors to whom you alluded, 
relied on the same old notes they had been using for several years; like leaves 
in the Fall, the paper turned yellow. I assume the feeling of being threatened by 
students, perceived as ‘upstarts’ or who would, wittingly or innocently, show up 
professors for their mediocrity, is writ large when racial differences are involved. 
These personal anecdotes from your life trajectory give your writing the flavour 
of a compelling and instructive narrative. Your attempts at rupturing the codes of 
white bourgeois-conditioned academia are there for all to see, though they do not 
detract from your rigorous approach to intellectual life. I would not be surprised 
however to hear of the academic top brass at universities complaining, as they 
did to Cornel West at his previous ‘Ivy League’ university, that your output is 
not academic enough, despite being a best-selling read, affirming you as a public 
intellectual. Given your stature as such an intellectual communicating organically 
with a large audience, in the age of the so-called ‘impact factor,’ you could have 
always, as Cornel West did, given them the two-finger salute and move elsewhere.
 	 Your interweaving of theoretical musings with personal biography is the 
hallmark of your style which makes your work come alive, or, more accurately, 
provide the grounded anecdotal personal narrative foundation for your concep-
tualisations. So, you ruffled feathers as student, as academic who stood up for 
students against dominating colleagues, as anti-racist feminist activist, pulling up 
fellow African American men for their sexism, as a discerning critic finding fault 
with political and cultural icons such as Malcolm X and as an African-American 
woman who would denounce those feminists who acted racist while criticising 
patriarchy, therefore keeping the White Imperial Capitalist structure intact. And 
yet, once again, you were always open to dialogue, motivated by love (hooks, 
2002, 2018) for humanity and led by a vision that transcends identity politics 
and social class, gender, and racial oppression. You were open to engaging with 
women and men who were white and worked hard to unlearn their privilege and 
to counter gender and racial oppression. Unlike Malcolm X who, as portrayed 
by Denzel Washington in Spike Lee’s film, uttered a curt “nothing” to the young 
white woman, who asked what she can do to join the black liberation struggle, you 
saw potential for the “practice of freedom” among people socially located differ-
ently from you. In this respect, you emulated Malcolm X who, as you write, later 
recanted from his earlier rigid position, having been touched by meeting Muslims 
of different colour and nationality in Mecca during the Hajj. Races can mix and do 
so in a genuine spirit of conviviality and solidarity, one of the recurring themes in 
your work, well-articulated in Teaching Community (hooks, 2003). The search for 
education and cultural work, governed by love, in its wider humanistic and vision-
ary sense, brings back one of your major sources of inspiration who also spoke the 
same emancipatory language. Paulo Freire wanted to be remembered as one who, 
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like you, loved and that is why he wanted to be an educator. This assertion could 
well have been his own epitaph.
	 Teaching to Transgress (hooks, 1994b), with your landmark essay on Freire, 
first published around the same time in a memorable anthology of essays on the 
Brazilian educator (Paulo Freire: A Critical Encounter) by Peter McLaren and 
Peter Leonard (1993), can be treated as de rigueur when analysing Freire. What 
a coincidence you departed in Freire’s birth centenary year. You broached many 
topics such as the blonde, white feminine hegemony embraced by Madonna which 
you piercingly decried, in Outlaw Culture (hooks, 2004a), for its politics of repre-
sentation, which contrasts sharply, in your view, with her early daredeviltry. When 
I first started reading Teaching Community (hooks, 2003), while teaching summer 
school as Visiting Professor at University of British Columbia, Vancouver, I felt 
you wrote one book too many. I felt you used up too much space telling us how 
tired you are and that you needed a break. The book itself had initially struck 
me, not without a possibly perceived, in some circles, ‘touch of malice,’ as living 
testimony to your being spot on in this regard. My reaction, at the time, was that 
the book culture industry must have ‘got to you’ by then, in the same way it could 
have got to Paulo Freire. I now hold up my hand to say that I was mistaken. I 
caught hold of the book recently and reread from the beginning rather than took 
off from where I left it fourteen years ago in the solitude of my room in Vancouver. 
I am glad I did as I came to appreciate the point you were making about teacher 
burn out and admired your taking an unpaid ‘sabbatical’ leave which rejuvenated 
and refreshed you to seek other publics. The later chapters provided fresh insights 
regarding the challenges faced by those who treat education and cultural work as 
an act of love. Again, your later works are full of love for humanity and empathy 
with those who suffer as marginalised. You follow the School of Barbiana motto, 
I Care, as opposed to what its director, Don Lorenzo Milani denounces as the Fas-
cist maxim of me ne frego (I do not care). And you left this world at a time when 
Fascism and a new authoritarianism is on the rise and has been so for years. 
	 Exemplary as a writer in English, you have been translated into several lan-
guages and your impact can be felt well outside the U.S. and Britain to include 
Italy and Paris, the former as indicated by the Universitas Alma Mater Studiorum, 
Bologna electing to confer on you an honoris causa degree (which made you miss 
the Pedagogy/Theatre of the Oppressed Conference, alongside Paulo Freire in 
Omaha, Nebraska, March, 1996) and the latter through the setting up of the bell 
hooks-Paulo Freire Institute. 
	 I saw and felt first hand your charisma and magnetic power at a talk you gave 
in 1992 at York University in Toronto where several halls were packed to the raf-
ters. Reading your work at the time, I simply had to be there, making the long trek 
by metro and bus from downtown Toronto to the contained campus that is York 
University. It was one of the highlights of my stint in Toronto. You reminisced 
on your youth and on Malcolm X that day and the latter’s legacy. Spike Lee had 
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upped the ante with brief quips on his then eagerly awaited film, commented on 
earlier. I recall your insisting that a person from the audience, who struck a discor-
dant note met by a chorus of boos, had the right to speak, a gesture that enhanced 
your genuinely democratic credentials. It confirmed what you, as revealed in your 
narratives, are all about: always extending your hand to anyone willing to engage 
and perhaps change as a person in process, the same way your writing reveals your 
having been a person in process. Again, we are here speaking of people who are 
different but not antagonistic, as Freire would say. 
	 I followed you and heard your soft voice over and over on YouTube many 
years later. These included your recorded conversations at the New School in New 
York City. Despite your fame as writer and speaker, you seem to have kept your 
feet firmly on the ground keeping ‘closer to home’ as you say in one of my fa-
vourite essays from Talking Back (hooks, 1988). It is an essay I shared regularly 
with prospective teachers in an undergraduate course unit I taught in Sociology 
of Education at my home university (the University of Malta) titled ‘Language, 
Identity and Difference.’ 
	 Of course, it is that stage in my life—I turn 69 as I write—when I see fam-
ily, friends, and icons move on from being around in this beautiful but terrible 
world of ours where forgiveness, in the Martin Luther King and Madiba (Nelson 
Mandela) sense, is a desideratum. Hope, Healing, Love and Service are key el-
ements in your cultural and pedagogical work. You are for empowerment of the 
downtrodden, the oppressed but not in a manner, as you point out, that marked the 
old black power, blacks for and unto themselves. You transcend these divisions, 
any type of ‘mind forged manacles’ be it ‘self-harm,’ as you call out, the ‘inner 
plantation’ of mental slavery, in Eric Williams’ terms, or ‘the oppressor within,’ 
in Audrey Lorde’s phrase. Yours is a visionary politics that rise above Capitalist 
supremacist culture of domination, which also impinges on the oppressed who, in 
Hegel’s Master-Slave dialectical relationship, echoed by Audrey Lorde, as just in-
dicated, and Paulo Freire’s discussion of the internalisation by the oppressed of the 
oppressor image (Freire’s quote in this regard is surprisingly missing from your 
work, especially your discussion of the scars of slavery in hooks 1981), projects a 
utopian vision of human beings living in communion (hooks, 2003) with others, 
breaking bread with them (hooks & West, 2016).
	 I imagine you in the celestial pantheon exchanging views and exuding your 
loving warmth with Audrey Lorde, Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, James Bald-
win, Stuart Hall, Thich Nhat Hanh, Aretha Franklin, Paulo Freire, and the great 
maternal grandmother whose name you adopted as pseudonym and wrote in small 
case throughout as a sign of deference to her. You shall always be loved as you 
yourself loved (hooks, 2002, 2018). Rest in power!
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Insights From Educators:
Navigating the Technology
Landscape in K-12 Schools

Abstract

Despite the rise of technology’s ubiquity, Canadian teachers are still struggling 
to find the best, most curriculum-enriching and supportive methods to integrate 
technology into their classrooms. Building on previous research that lists lack 
of timely training, proper devices, fear of digital distraction, and sufficient tech-
nical support for teachers as reasons for this technological stagnation, this ex-
ploratory study delves into the perspective and experiences of 16 teachers us-
ing technology in their classrooms. The results reveal that teachers cited several 
disadvantages and advantages to technology integration. Moreover, our findings 
reinforce previous research by highlighting the primary drawbacks of technology 
in the classroom as identified by these teachers: limited availability of technol-
ogy, teachers’ lack of expertise in utilizing technology effectively, and the issue 
of digital distractions. Additionally, our research findings uncover novel aspects 
that warrant further investigation. Specifically, teachers identified previously un-
explored barriers, including privacy concerns, lack of alignment with the curric-
ulum, and students’ proficiency with technology. These emerging areas provide 
valuable insights for future exploration in the field. In addition to explaining the 
results of these interviews in depth, the authors also provide an innovative way 
for readers to experience the interviews through kinetic-type videos.
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Introduction

	 As K-12 teachers are increasingly encouraged to integrate technology in their 
classrooms for pedagogical purposes, the educational system faces a mass critical 
need to aid our teachers with effective professional development and technical 
support. Over the years, Canadian school boards and schools have taken the ini-
tiative to integrate and provide modern technology in their schools in the form of 
Smart Boards and high-end tablets (Saine, 2012; Martin, Shaw, & Daughenbaugh, 
2014; Ruggiero & Mong, 2015). However, one of the major barriers to proper 
adoption continues to be a lack of technical assistance and pedagogical training 
offered to our teachers, preventing them from thriving in a technologically medi-
ated classroom (Martin, Shaw, & Daughenbaugh, 2014). The argument here is not 
that technology should be integrated in all classrooms, at all times. Instead, we 
aim to collectively try to find what is referred to in economics as a “sweet spot”—
setting a policy that provides the optimal balance. Several teachers interviewed 
in this study are at the cutting edge of technology integration in their classrooms. 
However, many of them are paving their own ways and methods, without much 
support, and often with a steep learning curve and many trials and tribulations 
before a successful balance is achieved. 
	 In this article, we aim to explore if, and how, teachers are integrating technol-
ogy in their K-12 classrooms. We identify a series of advantages and limitations, 
as well as elucidate what tactics teachers are employing to cope with them. The 
next section provides a brief overview of the current research on technology inte-
grations in the classroom with a specific focus on teachers’ perspectives, knowl-
edge, and competencies. The paper will then discuss our interview methodology, 
followed by an analysis of our interviews and examples of technology integration 
in classrooms. Furthermore, to introduce a new form of knowledge mobilization, 
we embed three kinetic typography videos that present the teacher interviews 
overlaid with motion and text to express their ideas. Kinetic typography is a form 
of animated letter and word that mixes motion, words, shapes, and text to convey 
an idea, message or feeling.

Literature Review

 	 Although access to technology in schools has increased with the rise of its 
ubiquity, there still seems to be a lack of actual utilization of technologies in the 
classroom. Namely, while schools are increasing the number of computers, tab-
lets, and other digital devices available for classroom use, many through “one-
to-one” device/laptop programs and “bring-your-own-device” initiatives (Alberta 
Education, 2018), there has not been an increase of teachers using these devices 
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to enhance curriculum (Weston & Bain, 2010; Preston et al., 2015). For exam-
ple, technologies are being used in the classroom for primarily special needs and 
increasing accessibility (Campigotto, McEwen, & Epp, 2013; Burke & Hughes, 
2017), but not as much for regular integration into various curricula through 
thoughtful assignments (i.e., projects that necessitate and teach through technolo-
gy, such as a podcast or video). 
	 Recent research has indicated that there may be four main reasons for teach-
er’s under-utilization of technology: (1) ‘digital distraction’—teachers fear that 
children will use the devices for non-academic purposes, and thus be distracted 
(Duncan, Hoekstra, & Wilcox, 2012; Grimshaw, Cardoso, & Collins, 2017; Ton-
deur et al., 2017); (2) teachers’ perspective towards digital devices in the classroom 
(Ertmer et al., 2012; Ifenthaler & Schweinbenz, 2013); (3) their knowledge of 
and competency with educational technologies (Daniels et al., 2014; DeCoito & 
Richardson, 2018); and (4) lack of access to appropriate classroom technologies 
(Daniels et al., 2014). In this literature review, we briefly address these reasons.

Digital Distraction

	 Although devices such as interactive whiteboards have seen a wide class-
room integration, it has been less so for personal devices such as tablets, laptops 
and cellphones. This is mostly out of a fear of ‘digital distraction’ – even if the 
device is meant to be used for classroom purposes (McCoy, 2016; Delello et al., 
2020). Indeed, Delello et al.’s (2020) exploratory study on high school educators’ 
beliefs about digital distraction found that 80% of 225 educators who completed 
the survey believed that students were multitasking during class time. Further, 
61% of these teachers felt that multitasking was impairing the students’ ability 
to learn (Delello et al., 2020). McCoy’s (2016) study on students’ use of digital 
devices found that students used their devices only 11 times on average per day for 
non-class purposes. So, while devices are used for non-class purposes, educators 
seem to misperceive how often that happens, and what that means for students’ 
learning. More importantly, these misconceptions and fears drive teachers’ and 
administrators’ decisions on whether or not to permit digital devices in the class-
room at all (McCoy, 2016; Delello et al., 2020).

Teachers’ Perspectives on Digital Devices

	 Since there does not seem to be a consensus in the literature concerning 
whether technology training or perspectives on technology are greater predictors 
of teachers’ device integration into the classroom, they both likely contribute. 
For example, Moore-Hayes (2011) found that teachers’ perspectives towards tech-
nology integration may be a more significant predictor of teachers’ preparedness 
than training. Regardless of the type of training, teachers generally felt the same 
about how prepared they were to bring incorporate technology into their class-
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rooms. Namely, when teachers were asked a pre-survey, then trained, and asked 
a post-survey, they felt equally prepared, or still not prepared, after the interven-
tion. This is likely due to their perception of future support, or when the devices 
would be integrated. Indeed, Martin, Shaw, and Daughenbaugh (2014) found that 
teachers felt underprepared not due to a lack of training, but rather when the 
timing of the training happened. Many teachers stated that the training happened 
so infrequently and was so far removed from when devices—such as SMART-
Boards—were introduced into the classroom, that it rendered the training’s ef-
fect moot (Martin, Shaw, & Daughenbaugh, 2014; DeCoito & Richardson, 2018). 
This finding is bolstered by DeCoito and Richarson (2018), who also found that 
teachers cited the “lag” between technological training sessions and actual device 
implementation as a strong barrier to integration.

Teachers’ Knowledge and Competency with Digital Devices

	 When asked about their “technological pedagogical knowledge” or competen-
cy, teachers are likely to assess themselves very positively (DeCoito & Richardson, 
2018). In fact, in the DeCoito and Richardson’s (2018) study, 100% of teachers 
surveyed had positive responses to their “technological pedagogical knowledge”. 
The likelihood that all teachers truly are fully competent is slim. It is more likely 
that this is a reflection of their perception of their teaching practice. Indeed, the 
same study noted that teachers cited a “lack of awareness or familiarity” with tech-
nology as a prominent challenge (DeCoito & Richardson, 2018). As such, there is 
a clear discrepancy between teachers’ perceived knowledge with technology, and 
actual knowledge when it comes to implementing it in the classroom. 
	 Similarly, Saxena’s (2017) literature review on teachers’ information and 
communication technology (ICT) competency reveals that the biggest barrier to 
classroom ICT integration is a “lack of knowledge/skill”. As such, we should not 
be quick to discount the importance of teachers’ continued pedagogical engage-
ment with technology. What is most interesting is that the literature shows that 
teachers’ assessment of their technological knowledge and competency is closely 
related to perception.

Lack of Accessible Technologies

	 Another perspective for why technology may be utilized by teachers in some 
schools but not others is due to a lack of accessible, usable devices (Daniels et 
al., 2104). In terms of accessibility to technology, Daniels et al. (2014) found 
that many teachers struggled to incorporate technology in the classroom due to 
the school’s lack of access, the quality of technology provided, and sufficient 
availability for the class. Further, despite efforts to increase student engagement 
through technology, the pilot program saw very little change in both student en-
gagement and teacher use. An additional way in which technology is inaccessible 
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to teachers for use is through the physical architecture of the school itself, such 
as the design of computer lab placement, hallways, libraries, and alcoves (Jen-
son & Rose, 2006). Jenson and Rose (2006) compared recently built Canadian 
schools that have had the opportunity to consider technological integration into 
the architecture and engineering of the school itself, with older schools that were 
built pre-computer/tech boom. The role of design impacted accessibility and ease 
of use. For example, the authors found that schools built more recently designed 
computer stations in hallways, so that they were in an open space and always ac-
cessible to students, rather than only having a computer lab/room that would be 
booked by classes at specific times. More importantly, these ‘designed-for-tech’ 
schools saw an increase in both student and teacher usage.

Research Questions 

	 Although some of the literature cited offers a Canadian perspective, most of 
the research on teachers’ perspectives on technology and technical pedagogical 
training is based in the United States. We hope that this exploratory study can shed 
much-needed light on the perspective of Canadian teachers. Over the past three 
years, several Canadian provinces have increased funding efforts to assist schools 
in purchasing more technology. Most recently, Nova Scotia invested $10 million 
in its EdTech Refresh Plan, which will include purchasing laptops, tablets, and 
computers to support students and teachers across the province (Province Invests 
in Technology for Students, Teachers, 2023). In 2020, the Quebec provincial gov-
ernment contributed $150 million to tablets and laptops due to COVID-19 (The 
Canadian Press, 2020), this has vast implications for future educational policy 
and Canadian teachers. As we have stated, and as the research summarized in this 
literature review shows, funds and devices are not enough if adequate training and 
policies are not followed. 
	 Given the findings, the present study sought to examine Canadian teachers’ 
perspectives on technological integration and classroom digital device policies. 
The following research questions guided the study: (1) What are the current prac-
tices used by Canadian teachers to integrate technology into their classrooms, and 
how do these methods align with curriculum enrichment and support? and (2) 
What are the perceived advantages and disadvantages of using technology in the 
classroom? 

Methodology

	 A qualitative approach was deemed appropriate as it allows for a deeper 
exploration of the nuances underlying the context of the teachers’ classrooms, 
schools, and school boards. By directly engaging participants and eliciting their 
perspectives, opinions, and practices, the authors were able to capture a more 
comprehensive understanding of their experiences. The qualitative approach also 
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provided a valuable space for participants to expand on their answers, offering 
valuable insights.

Recruitment of Participants

	 Participants for this study were recruited from two different school boards 
in Montreal. Our research team reached out to the educational technology de-
partment for the first school board. They organized a one-day symposium where 
teachers were invited to attend. The educational technology department sent an 
initial email to all teachers attending informing them that we would be contacting 
them about on-site interviews. Shortly after, we sent an email to teachers who had 
expressed interest in being interviewed.
 	 The authors had an initial meeting with the school board research committee 
composed of teachers, administration, and staff. During this meeting, the commit-
tee had to vote on accepting our research project in their schools. After the initial 
meeting with the research committee, teachers were invited by the school board 
educational technology team to attend a series of technology-based workshops over 
three months. An initial letter was sent to the principals and teachers before attend-
ing the workshops. All participating teachers from both school boards were required 
to sign a consent form if they were interested in participating in our interviews.

Participants

	 This study was composed of 16 interviews conducted in English, across two 
different English school boards in Montreal, and included both elementary and 
high school teachers, two of which were special education teachers. Due to school 
board restrictions and difficulty entering schools, we were limited to one school. 
See Table 1 for the composition of participants, and also see the ‘Limitations’ 
section for more information on the sample size and future directions.

Instrument
 	 The interviews were composed of eight questions and administered in a struc-
tured format (see Appendix A: Interview Questions). The questions were aimed at 
gauging teachers’ perspectives about the advantages and disadvantages of using 
digital devices in the classroom, as well as their thoughts on any school policies 

Table 1:
Participant Composition

Type of Teacher	 N

Elementary	 9
High School	 6
Resource		 1
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toward integrating said technologies. The structured interviews were coded the-
matically by the second author using Dedoose—a qualitative data analysis soft-
ware and then validated through a second round of coding by the first author. Both 
rounds of coding followed analytical coding guidelines and used an open coding 
format, such as that described by Gibbs (2007). Specifically, we used a blending 
of both analytical and categorical coding. 
	 The first level of codes was categorical, in that, since the questions were struc-
tured, each question was converted into a category. For example, for the question 
“Does your school have any rules/regulations/policies regarding digital devices?,” 
the question was classified as: “Awareness of Technology Policy,” Then, for the 
second-level codes, which were analytical, analysis of the teachers’ answers to the 
question yielded subthemes. For example, for the same question above, answers 
indicated that teachers were either, “aware and use the policy,” “aware and do 
not use the policy,” or “not aware of any policy.” These categories were based on 
straightforward answers and not assumptions. Teachers are either aware of poli-
cies or are not. All other questions were coded in the same fashion. For the full list 
of questions, see Appendix A.
	 During the second round of coding, both authors discussed the codes, and 
100% agreement was met. This was not surprising, given the straightforwardness 
and structure of the questions asked. Not only does this method capture all the 
answers from the interviews, but also lends itself well to mixed methods analysis 
of results. After all of the 16 interviews had been coded in this manner, they were 
validated and discussed.

Results

 	 Thematic analysis of the interviews revealed that most teachers, both elemen-
tary and high school, tend to use technology in more superficial ways, to increase 
student engagement and teach “21st Century Skills,” rather than a complex use 
that aims to deepen and enrich curriculum content and learning. Indeed, most 
teachers explained that they used technology for classroom sites, emailing par-
ents, and/or Google Docs for student project collaborations and word processing. 
Please note, that you can click on several of the pseudonyms from various quotes 
to access and watch the corresponding kinetic typography. 

I show them videos. We have a class website that we update regularly. We use it 
for art. We go into Pinterest. I try and get them to use their own phones.

—Catherine

I also put up all of the notes for the students online on Schoology. I use Schoology 
a lot to communicate with parents and students. I post every day their homework, 
I use the calendar to notify them when the quizzes are gonna be, and when all 
the assignments are due.

—Margret
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	 However, there is a unique subset of teachers that use technology in complex, 
curriculum-enriching ways, such as getting students to create podcasts, multime-
dia projects, Scratch coding, and using mobile devices for process mapping.

I use videos. I let them take pictures of any notes or anything like that, use QR 
code readers. It’s a hard question to answer because it’s integrated into every-
thing I do.

—Natasha

They create movies, they capture their learning using the camera, the video, even 
just taking pictures of their work to document the work along the way.

—Tami

	 There were also a few teachers’ responses that fell in the middle of a con-
tinuum from complex to superficial use of technology. These “middle” teachers 
also tended to be more concerned with using technology for the purpose of stu-
dent engagement, rather than curriculum enrichment, either through games or QR 
codes. For example, a language teacher was using Duolingo to engage students in 
language learning.
 	 Regardless of how technology was integrated, all 16 teachers interviewed cit-
ed student engagement and learning—frequently referred to as “making it fun—
as the biggest advantage of using technology in the classroom. Interestingly, in 
terms of whether curriculum enhancement was an advantage, only one teacher 
mentioned it, whereas another teacher explicitly voiced that technology “does not 
enhance the curriculum.”

I think it’s being on their level.
—Melissa

I find that technology keeps the kids much more engaged. As a teacher, it’s really 
hard to compete with it sometimes.

—Andrea

So for some of them who’s turned off by school, it gives them another way of 
seeing school.

—Clorinda

It brings the stuff out of them that I know is in there. That I can›t access with a 
piece of paper or a traditional lecture.

—Catherine

	 In terms of disadvantages, 12 out of 16 teachers expressed that technical 
difficulties are the most pressing barrier and concern to using technology in the 
classroom. Others echoed recent research on barriers to integration by expressing 
that a lack of access to necessary devices was a disadvantage, citing things like 
out-of-date devices, or not enough of the devices for an entire classroom.
	 Table 2 displays a full list of advantages and disadvantages mentioned by the 
study respondents.
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Sometimes we have five-year-old computers or new computers and they’re mixed 
and matched and the software isn’t always the same, so that’s a bit of an issu.

—Paul

In our school, a lot of the computers, the internet doesn’t always work. You can’t 
depend qon it. Sometimes a program will work with one browser but not on an-
other browser.

—Julie

We have to wait to go through a whole process, which I kind of understand, but 
at the same time it kind of limits us because sometimes you find an app that you 
would like to use right away and you have to first speak to your principal about 
it, then get the technician to upload it to the computers.

—Steven

Discussion

	 Perhaps the most telling takeaway from this exploratory study is that teachers 
cite more disadvantages than advantages to classroom technology integration. In-
terestingly, the concerns cited in the literature review seem to be confirmed in our 
research as well. Namely, the lack of access to technology, teacher’s proficiency 
with technology, as well as digital distraction. Some additional concerns were 
also raised, such as privacy concerns, lack of relatability to the curriculum, and 
the student’s proficiency with technology. We hope that our current larger study, 
as well as future research, will yield insights into these newly cited disadvantages. 
Specifically, it would be of great interest to explore students’ proficiency with 
technology, especially when there is a prominent, preconceived notion that stu-
dents who are ‘Gen-Z’ or ‘Millenials’ grew up with technology, and therefore have 
no issues with proficiency (McCoy, 2020; Mokhtari, Delello, & Reichard, 2015).
	 In addition to these advantages and disadvantages, our study continues to 
bolster past and current literature’s findings that overall, teachers integrate tech-
nology in superficial ways, such as using Google Classroom, PowerPoint, an on-
line portal, or even emailing parents. Based on research trends on educators’ per-

Table 2
Full List of Advantages and Disadvantages to Integrating Technology in the Classroom

Advantages			   Disadvantages

Accessibility			   Lack of Access to Technology
Convenience			   Technical Difficulties
Student Engagement/Learning	 Student Proficiency with Technology/Abilities
Curriculum Engagement/Enhancement	 Teacher Proficiency with Technology
				    Digital Distraction
				    Privacy Concerns
				    Lack of Curriculum Integration
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ceptions and training, this is likely due to two things: (a) lack of proper training 
on actual devices, and (b) teachers’ perceptions on what constitutes a ‘classroom 
technology,’ as well as how proficient they are with it. It is likely that, coupled with 
a lack of pedagogical support on ‘cutting-edge’ software and tools, teachers will 
gravitate to using what they are already comfortable with. Future research could 
expand on this finding by exploring what “technology integration” itself means to 
teachers. For, it seems that this definition varies widely across teachers within the 
same school, let alone across the country. 

Limitations and Future Directions

	 The primary limitation of this study is its small sample size. However, as 
emphasized in the methodology section, this was because of two factors. Firstly, 
this study was an introductory exploration into the sentiments of teachers towards 
technological integration. A larger, more robust and grant-funded study by the pri-
mary author is now underway to look further in depth at the themes of this study. 
We recognize the small sample size as a limitation of the study. Secondly, given 
the restrictions of school boards and difficulty in accessing classrooms, we were 
only able to interview within this one school. 
	 In terms of future directions, as stated above, there are two major directions in 
which future research can take these findings, the first being a deeper exploration of 
privacy concerns, lack of relatability to the curriculum, and the student’s proficiency 
with technology as reasons for educators’ struggle with technological integration. 
The second area for future research is a study exploring educators’ perceptions and 
definitions of “technology integration” as a concept. What does it mean to them, 
and what constitutes the use of technology in the classroom? We believe that these 
are the most fruitful and interesting upcoming research possibilities. 

Conclusion

	 Teachers are integrating various forms of technology in their K-12 class-
rooms; however, they generally lack the technical and pedagogical resources 
necessary to advance their practices. Furthermore, some teachers find ways to 
include technology in basic ways such as using word processing tools or surfing 
the internet, while others are pushing the technology by integrating virtual real-
ity engagement, podcast creation and multimodal use of technology for creative 
products. The most mentioned advantage of technology integration in their class-
rooms was the rise in student engagement, whereas, in contrast, the most common 
disadvantage was the level of technical difficulty and lack of access to technology 
in general. Overall, teachers are likely to integrate technology in their classrooms 
regardless of privacy concerns, even though they are aware of the risks (Shade & 
Shepherd, 2013). 
	 The need for strong, research-supported educational policies and pedagogical 
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technical support for teachers is needed now, more than ever, with COVID-19 
pushing the reality of virtual classrooms closer and closer. It is simply not enough 
to provide the technologies and funds without incorporating educators’ realities 
into the decision-making process. 
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Appendix A
Interview Questions

1. Name
2. Position/Grade Level
3. How do you integrate technology into your classroom?
4. What are the advantages of using technology?
5. What are the limitations of technology?
6. What are your views on mobile devices in the classroom?
7. Does your school have any rules/regulations/policies regarding digital devices?
8. What do you consider ideal situations in schools for digital devices?
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Western Hospitality’s Notions
of a Good Human:

Exclusion Perpetuated
Through Urban Discourses

Abstract

In this article, we look at discourses stemming from the legacy of ‘Western Hos-
pitality’ in the Young Canadians program offered by the Calgary Stampede in 
Alberta, Canada.Calgary Stampede is an international known rodeo shows orga-
nized every July in the province. The Young Canadians, the program examined 
in this article, is a program where youth learn performance skills in vocals and 
dance culminating each year with a performance at the Grandstand Show at the 
Calgary Stampede each July. Youth also follow a curriculum developed by the 
Calgary Stampede Foundation called the Youth Development Framework, which 
includes students learning what it means to be a good human. Using a photo-
voice methodology in addition to interviews with the participants, we looked and 
gained an understanding of how students were using the idea of being a good hu-
man in their everyday lives. In this small study, students explained what it means 
to be a good human, including being respectful of others, following the rules, and 
being kind. In using Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, field, cultural reproduction and 
power, we noticed that our participants are also part of a privileged group that is 
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recruited and trained in a specific way in order to reproduce the notion of being 
a good human amid a discourse of ‘Western Hospitality’ in a white, middle-class 
and patriarchal culture. From our critical lens, the legacy of ‘Western Hospital-
ity’ perpetuated through the Calgary Stampede discourse, needs to open up and 
intentionally welcome a more diverse and inclusive space to better represent a 
more realistic view of Canadians.

	 Keywords: Western hospitality; photovoice; cultural reproduction; Bourdieu

Introduction

	 Whiteness, power, and privilege have become the ‘usual suspects’ in the prac-
tice of othering, of deciding what narratives represent an identity for both indi-
viduals and communities. This practice moves through dominant narratives so 
innately that to question it causes a disruption and, importantly, calls into question 
the role of social institutions in reproducing discourses which other. The Annu-
al Calgary Stampede is an internationally and nationally renowned rodeo show 
that swells the city of Calgary’s population for a period of two weeks as Calgary 
becomes a vibrant and lively city during the “greatest outdoor show on earth” 
(Calgary Stampede, 2021, “Main Page”). Calgary transforms itself to become the 
exemplar of ‘Western Hospitality’ with free pancake breakfasts across the region, 
Calgary downtown becomes a united beer garden, businesses cover their windows 
with painted western iconography, employees dress up as cowboys and cowgirls 
and can have extra time off to enjoy the spectacle (if they are not in the service 
industry). This demonstration of a united vision was derived from settlers colo-
nizing the western frontier, and Stampede celebrated agriculture, a specific way 
of seeing Indigenous Peoples, and “American Wild West Shows” (Joudrey, 2016, 
p. 28). Evolving into the greatest outdoor show on earth, today’s stampede also 
consists of a parade, unique food choices on the busy midway filled with carnival 
games, rides, and the highlight: the Grandstand Show and Rodeo. 
	 ‘Western Hospitality’ within the context of the Calgary Stampede has its usu-
al suspects, including “the Mountie, the cowboy, and the Indian” (Adese, 2012, p. 
489). It upholds ‘Western Hospitality’ as a value in addition to community spirit 
and “pride of place,” and “Calgarians don’t want to lose these values” (Foran, 
2008, p. 334). However, the Stampede has personified the usual suspects as well 
as who is othered. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP, aka Mounties), 
featured at the Stampede in their iconic red blazers, have been responsible for 
enforcing the Indian Act in Canada and have a long history of racism against 
Indigenous Peoples (Palmater, 2016; Spiegel, 2021). For example, a class action 
lawsuit has been filed by racialized individuals who worked or are working for 
the RCMP (Klein Lawyers, 2022). Another iconic figure, the cowboy represents 
rugged individualism, the ability to engage in hard physical labour, adhere to the 
“cowboy’s code,” and represents how the West was won (Palmer Seiler, 2008, p. 
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179). While the Stampede was heralded for providing a space for First Nations 
Peoples to have a space where they could engage in their traditional ways of living 
without fear of repercussion from the Indian Act, the Stampede needed First Na-
tions representation in order for Stampede to be successful. 
	 The Calgary Stampede is also part of a bigger organization with school pro-
grams, art and dance programs for children and youth supported through the Cal-
gary Stampede Foundation (Calgary Stampede Foundation, 2021, “Main Page”). 
The Calgary Stampede Foundation is committed to providing the youth of Alberta 
with opportunities “to develop strong roots in their culture and heritage through 
programs that enhance personal growth, citizenship and education” (Calgary 
Stampede Foundation, 2021, “Programs”). However, the Calgary Stampede Foun-
dation is also criticized by authors for promoting a discourse of ‘Western Hospi-
tality’ throughout its programs (Joudrey, 2016; Williams, 2021). That discourse 
is associated with whiteness, misogyny, and power, as Stampede is a site where 
white men’s superiority dominates and where conventional and heteronormative 
gender roles persist (Joudrey, 2016; Williams, 2021). Through the children and 
youth arts program, the Young Canadians, we examined how it reproduces the 
notion of ‘Western Hospitality’ through its curriculum. The Young Canadians per-
form each year at the Grandstand Show, which is meant to represent what it means 
to be a Young Canadian through dance and singing choreographed performances. 
This opportunity for youth and young children is seen to be part of a group of 
artists and performers and to be part of something ‘fun.’ 
	 This article will share results from our study with the Young Canadians who 
engaged with Photovoice to understand better how the curriculum used at the 
Young Canadians program reproduces ‘Western Hospitality’ and how participants 
perceived and performed this identity in their communities. We use a Bourdieu-
sian analysis to consider how the relationship between habitus and field increases 
cultural capital and the ways in which critical consciousness can work to disrupt 
the ‘usual suspects’ hold on propagating ‘Western Hospitality’s’ dominance. The 
role of social institutions, which are a site of cultural reproduction, must be cri-
tiqued amid social justice movements that have revealed how the ‘usual suspects’ 
continue to other. 

Bourdieu Goes to Stampede

	 For our theoretical framework, we use Bourdieu’s (1991) notions of habitus, 
doxa, field, symbolic power, and capital. Bourdieu defines habitus (1977) as a 
system of structures, schemes of perception and action common to members of 
the same group or community who share the same worldview. The collective en-
tity defines, establishes, and reproduces dominant social and cultural conditions, 
and individuals internalize those rules. Some classificatory schemata of how to 
behave are constructed as good (we are good humans) while others are not (wom-
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en should be in the kitchen). Bourdieu refers to these sets of beliefs as doxa, 
which, when unquestioned, may engender conscious struggles by social agents 
in particular fields. Doxa is the universe of undisputed or undiscussed. The doxa 
takes the form of symbolic power, which is mediated by different forms of capital 
and reinforced by power fields in institutions such as churches, schools, media, 
and workplaces. For our article, doxa is reinforced by the discourse of ‘Western 
Hospitality’ during the Calgary Stampede, which is a discourse from the past and 
transmitted heritage. Those who hold the dominant values possess cultural cap-
ital that affects how social and cultural relations are made and remade by whom 
and for whom. Bourdieu’s work allowed a better understanding of how specific 
homogenous communities used rules of engagement for their members. The dom-
inant group will defend doxa and will establish orthodoxy. Orthodoxy is defined 
as a system of acceptable ways of thinking and speaking in the natural and social 
world, which rejects the opposite as blaspheme. Those in power will use strategies 
to ‘justify’ the legitimacy of symbolic domination and will punish (or marginal-
ize) those who don’t adhere to the rules (Bourdieu, 1979). For example, in our 
study, specific ‘students’ are recruited to be part of the youth program. To continue 
with Bourdieu’s theory, the dominated, if they also want to access fields of power, 
have the interest to push back on doxa’s limits and expose the taken-for-granted 
rules through heterodoxy. This is where Bourdieu’s ‘field of opinion’ allows a 
space to question doxa by heterodoxy from the margin, which competes with or-
thodox stances. 
	 The interplay between habitus, field, and cultural capital demonstrates the 
deep connections between how the Young Canadians come to continue to both 
draw youth into seeking to become a Young Canadian and how the Young Ca-
nadians discourse perpetuates an illusionary idea of what it means to be Cana-
dian. Being a Canadian means different things to different people. However, the 
Young Canadian’s are meant to embody the iconography of being a Canadian, 
which opens historical legacies of power and oppression, such as through the lens 
of the Mountie. The habitus reflects an individual’s absorption of the narratives 
of social institutions and informs how individuals move about within the field 
in which structural relations are determined (Grenfell & James, 2004; McNay, 
1999). When one benefits from the relationships exchanged, their cultural capital 
increases, giving them more perceived power in the field (Pinxten & Lievens, 
2014). The field here consists of the Calgary Stampede. We tease this apart by 
considering the relationship between social institutions and the Calgary Stam-
pede, the discourse of ‘Western Hospitality,’ and a point in the curriculum of the 
Young Canadians of being a good human. We, critical theorists, like to push the 
reflection on Calgary Stampede, push back the limits of doxa and expose what 
has been taken for granted for decades. We do this because the world has changed, 
and diversity (the others) need to be included in all discourses of society without 
reproducing the “old ways.” 
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City and Social Institutions: The Calgary Stampede 

	 In consideration of the role of the city and social institutions within urban 
centres, we gain insights into the ways in which cities are a confluence of “mor-
al worlds” (Flanagan, 2010) and imagined or ideological spaces (Yeoh, 2006). 
Within cities, individuals have opportunities to engage in numerous ways to expe-
rience diversity, privileges, and freedom but also constraints due to the discourse 
to which the city seeks to maintain and the consolidation of political and social 
power (Fischer, 1975; Yeoh, 2006). When cities have a group of individuals who 
share similar beliefs, values, and identities, they begin to form a dominant culture 
to which others, such as communities, especially families and their children or 
newcomers to a country or city, are drawn. Cities thus begin to form their own 
dominant cultures and provide pathways for individuals to follow to feel a sense 
of belonging (Flanagan, 2010). Pathways that reproduce a dominant discourse are 
accessed through forms of media, celebrations, festivals, and events that attract 
national and international recognition. That dominant discourse uses those events 
as commodification of goods and practices for the city’s prosperity, such as the 
commodification of languages and cultural artifacts to attract tourists (Layton & 
Wallace, 2006; Petrovic & Yazan, 2021).
	 In Calgary, Alberta, the dominant discourse has been one of ‘Western Hos-
pitality,’ rugged individualism, and the cowboy way of life, which increasingly 
both draws and pushes people away (Williams, 2021). The peak of the dominance 
of this way of life culminates every year at the Calgary Stampede. However, the 
message is “much more than a ten-day long celebration with midway rides and 
bucking broncos. The Calgary Stampede is a gathering place that hosts, educates, 
and entertains visitors from around the world” (Calgary Stampede, 2022, “About 
Us”). This cultural dominance celebrated by/at the Calgary Stampede draws in a 
sense of belonging based on a pioneering spirit of domination and conquest. As the 
city of Calgary and its neighbours engage in celebrations such as free community 
pancake breakfasts to feel a sense of belonging to a Western spirit, this Western 
spirit preserves layers of racism, misogyny, classism, and sexism throughout the 
province (Williams, 2021). The historical myth of ‘Western Hospitality’ is not one 
without controversy. As a form of urbanization, the myth of ‘Western Hospitality’ 
unites Albertans and newcomers to Alberta through impenetrable discourse. A dis-
course that rejuvenates “the existence and power of racism and white supremacy” 
through a collective celebration “legitimated by Stampede-related cultural texts,” 
which offers an alluring draw into the culture of the Calgary Stampede (p. 165).
	 Social institutions, through reproducing nationalist ideologies through the 
lens of ‘Western Hospitality,’ leave little room for individuals or other cultural 
groups to find a sense of belonging. Bourdieu (2003) calls into question the role of 
institutions in reproducing “a certain vision of the social world” and causing those 
who want to be a part of the Calgary Stampede to adopt the language used by 
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the Stampede to enjoy and participate in the experience (p. 106). As the Calgary 
Stampede is “the greatest outdoor show on earth,” it encompasses what it means 
to be an Albertan during the month of July but also through the programming 
which is ongoing throughout the year and in schools (Calgary Stampede, 2021, 
“Main Page”). The Young Canadians train and practice for the goal of performing 
at the Grandstand Show during Stampede as the pinnacle of their year of work. 
However, within the programming, children and youth are using “vocabularies of 
established languages” rather than their individual dispositions grounded in dif-
ferent cultural experiences (de Certeau, 1984, p. xviii). The City of Calgary is not 
a homogenous community as 25% of the population are immigrants to Canada, 
with a majority coming from South Asian communities (City of Calgary, 2013). 
With First Nations communities surrounding Calgary, including Tsuut’ina Nation 
(2700 people), Stoney-Nakoda Nation (3700 people), and Siksika Nation (7800 
people), the city also has approximately 3% self-identified Indigenous Peoples, 
including First Nations, Métis, and Inuk residing in Calgary (Alberta Govern-
ment, 2022; City of Calgary, 2013).

‘Western Hospitality’ 

	 The Calgary Stampede, one of Canada’s longest active celebrations, pres-
ents an ideological form of ‘Western Hospitality’ that “preserves and promotes 
our western heritage, cultures and community spirit” or as previously pointed 
out, preserves an exclusive environment (Calgary Stampede, 2021, “About Us”; 
Kelm, 2009). A culture grounded in the notion of ‘Western Hospitality’ informs 
the structure of the Calgary Stampede Foundation as built by the ‘big four’— 
the founders of the Calgary Stampede: wealthy Alberta cattlemen Patrick Burns, 
George Lane, A. E. Cross, and Archibald J. McLean (Calgary Stampede, 2021, 
“Early Years”). The ‘big four’ provided funds to American Guy Weadick, who, 
after travelling to Calgary in 1908, returned with plans to host a “Frontier Days 
Celebration and Championship” (Calgary Stampede, 2021, “Early Years”). In ad-
dition, the Calgary Stampede became a means to attract people to settle in Alberta 
as well as begin a strong tourism industry and connections to the oil and gas in-
dustry (Williams, 2021). Alberta’s petroleum industry has deep roots within the 
Calgary Stampede and not only drives the economy in this province and Canada 
but also “defin[es] provincial economics and politics” (p. 39). As colonization 
swept through Western Canada, the Calgary Stampede began to become embed-
ded within the culture of the ‘new West.’
	 ‘Western Hospitality’ continues to be associated with a romanticized and his-
torical view of society, including “cowboys and Indians, cattle drives, and the 
great narrative of civilising the frontier” (Rosenthal & Schäfer, 2016, p. 48). The 
‘White Hatting’ ceremony continues to inscribe a cohesive identity within the 
Calgary Stampede. Benefactors of a White Hat, including past dignitaries such as 
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Queen Elisabeth II, Governor General of Canada Michaëlle Jean, Oprah Winfrey, 
and Vladamir Putin, must recite the following oath:

I (NAME), havin’ visited the only genuine Western city in Canada, namely Cal-
gary, and havin’ been duly treated in exceptional amounts of ‘heart-warmin,’ 
hand-shakin,’ tongueloosenin,’ back-slappin,’ neighbour-lovin,’ western spirit, do 
solemnly promise to spread this here brand of hospitality to all folks and critters 
who cross my trail hereafter. On the count of three, we will raise our hats and give 
a loud YAHOO! (as cited in Rosenthal & Schäfer, 2016, p. 48)

Within this ideology are counterpoints that represent a dissonance between an 
evolving and heterogeneous society with respect to masculinity, femininity, cul-
ture, and sexual identity. While a certain nostalgia still emanates from the Calgary 
Stampede organization, a movement has been made to promote more diversity 
through a Pride Day held during the Calgary Stampede, which promotes gender 
diversities (Fieldberg, 2019). In addition, there is also increased representation of 
Indigenous Peoples (Joudry, 2014), an increase in highlighting of the role women 
played in the history of stampede (Murray, 2016), a call to move the organization 
to become more diverse (Korol, 2015), and a means to offer hope during a pan-
demic (McDermott, 2020). 
	 However, these movements can be tokenistic, performative, and misguided. 
An ad, as seen in Figure 1 from 2015, meant to depict “all Calgarians,” fell short 
and reinforced traditional masculine and feminine roles as well as left visible mi-
norities and diverse bodies excluded. During Stampede, a collective identity is 
sought as Calgarians are encouraged to dress in Western wear, attend pancake 

Figure 1 
All Calgarians (Youtube/Calgary Herald)

Note: This image as cited by Stark, E., 2015, National Post.  https://nationalpost.com/news/
canada/it-is-utterly-beyond-me-what-on-earth-stampede-thinks-theyre-selling-ad-for-cal-
gary-event-lacks-diversity-critics
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breakfasts, and move workspaces to corporate beer gardens and party buses 
(Bourgon, 2015). Families are supported to attend Stampede with value and fam-
ily days and through performances at the Grandstand Show, which features the 
Young Canadians. In 2021, the Young Canadians (our participants in this study) 
dressed in costumes representing the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, which was 
considered problematic due to historical and ongoing incidents of racism enacted 
on Indigenous Peoples in Canada (Hobson, 2021; Morin, 2021). 

Calgary Stampede Youth Program: The Young Canadians 

	 Our participants in this study were part of the youth program called the Young 
Canadians. Programs for youth funded through the Calgary Stampede Founda-
tion seek to provide “youth with opportunities to develop strong roots in their 
culture and heritage through programs that enhance personal growth, citizenship 
and education” (Calgary Stampede Foundation, 2021, “Programs”). The charac-
teristics associated with the Calgary Stampede Foundation are embedded within 
their Youth Development Framework, which guides the children and youth pro-
gramming. The framework is not grounded in a literature review but is based on 
the Alberta Education Ministerial Order on Student Learning and work completed 
by other organizations and includes the concepts of performance skills, skills for 
life, and good humans (Alberta Education, 2020). Good Humans, the focus of this 
study, has five components, including integrity, creating a welcoming environ-
ment, valuing diversity and inclusion, respect and responsibility, and commitment 
to community. While the Young Canadians do not have a formal curriculum, the 
Youth Development Framework is embedded in the programming.
	 The Young Canadians program is facilitated in the Young Canadians School 
of Performing Arts and has been running for over 50 years. The school offers 
dance, music, and theatre performance to children and youth in the Calgary area 
between the ages of 7 to 21. For the Young Canadians, an audition for the program 
is required, and it is very competitive as they are looking for specific physical 
and soft skills. Training occurs between September and July, culminating with a 
performance at the Grandstand Show during Stampede. Performances also occur 
throughout the season, and time commitment is extraordinary, with older students 
having eleven classes a week and younger students having six classes per week. 
Students are divided into divisions including senior (14 to 21 years old), interme-
diate (11 to 14 years old), and junior (7 to 11 years old). The Young Canadians is 
a performance-based program, and students work with faculty members trained 
in dance, voice, and performance to “foster[ing] technical development, artistic 
creation and performance excellence” (Calgary Stampede, 2021, “Young Canadi-
ans”). Instructional content includes a variety of dance techniques such as ballet, 
hip hop, and jazz, and students also learn about conditioning and choreography. 
Instruction moves between the group and individual, and upon acceptance into the 
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Young Canadians, students choose either a dance or voice focus with additional 
instruction in theory, recording, and voice instruction.

Being A Good Human

	 A good human is typically viewed as one who is of “good character” which 
can be defined as the development of ways of life which allow one to live a good 
life (Agulanna, 2001, p. 139; Johnson, et al., 2016). Often, youth regard adults 
in their close relationships as role models of good character and extend their role 
models to include teachers and celebrities who share ideals of perceived value to 
them. Several suggested characteristics define a good human, including respect-
ing the social and cultural norms of a community, honouring historical legacies, 
following dominant moral codes within a community, being an engaged citizen, 
being kind and generous, living life with enthusiasm and passion, as well as being 
hopeful and optimistic (Agulanna, 2001; Coghlan & Filo, 2016). This process 
of becoming/developing traits of being a good human is elevated through arts-
based methods as well as being in community and solidarity with others (Demirci 
& Eksi, 2017; Ennis & Tonkin, 2016; National Assembly of State Arts Agen-
cies [NASAA], 2019). The character traits meant to foster a good human identity 
also increase positive mental and emotional well-being, which is realized through 
“purposeful activities” members of the community engage in (p. 283). In addition, 
these activities are further grounded when one has a supportive and caring family, 
and this creates a holistic means to develop good human character traits, as men-
tioned, as well as helping others, achieving personal goals, staying out of trouble, 
being genuine and authentic, treating others well, being honest and non-judgmen-
tal, being thankful and putting others first (Demirci & Eksi, 2017).
	 The underlying curriculum, which seeks to foster a good human identity lay 
influences from religious and ethical understandings, which lead to cultural influ-
ences on and with the curriculum in place (Bronk, 2008; Demirci & Eksi, 2017). 
Cultural differences also influence how youth perceive ‘good’ and an intrinsic de-
sire to be ‘good’ (Arpaly, 2014; Smith & Smith, 2007). These differences create 
challenges and opportunities in schools, in communities and in developing a cur-
riculum for activities that fosters a good human identity as globalization has moved 
what it means to be a good human from the local context to the global, including 
issues of human rights, poverty, and the climate crisis into the minds of youth. 
This moves the idea of being a good human into action and behaviours and this 
movement to act is well suited to arts-based curricula (Smith & Smith, 2007). The 
arts increase engagement and motivation and help youth find meaning and purpose 
through purposeful activities that induce creative and critical thinking. As NASAA 
(2019) states, the connection between arts and human development strengthens.
	 The Youth Development Framework at the Calgary Stampede states that a 
Good Human develops “characteristics are those which are not specific to the ac-
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tivity and go beyond life skills towards youth making a positive impact on others 
and the world around them” (Calgary Stampede, n.d., [underline original]). These 
characteristics include integrity, creating a welcoming environment, valuing di-
versity and inclusion, respect and responsibility, and commitment to the commu-
nity. While Demirci & Eksi (2017) believe activities to becoming a good human 
need to be purposeful, the Youth Development Framework, from our observation 
does not seem to support this as the Young Canadians are expected to engage in 
training to enhance their performance and represent what it means to be Canadian 
at the greatest outdoor show on earth. Where does being a good human fit within 
the Youth Development Framework as grounded in ‘Western Hospitality’? For this 
study, our goal was to see how the Young Canadian performance program facili-
tates reproducing what it means to be a good human, and we engaged with an arts-
based methodology to allow us, outsiders, a view from their eyes and experiences.

Research Design

	 To enquire into the ways in which participants in the Young Canadians pro-
gram understood what it means to be a good human outside of the Young Cana-
dians program, we used Photovoice as a methodology (Wang, 1999). Photovoice 
draws from three theoretical approaches, including Freire’s critical pedagogy, 
feminist theory, and a community-participatory approach to using photography 
(Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001). Critical pedagogy seeks to understand and dis-
rupt forms of power within education through reflection and introspection (Freire, 
2013). Through Photovoice, reflection and introspection arise as participants en-
gage in the research process through gathering and analyzing data and drawing 
attention to their lived experiences. Indeed, participant photography can uncover 
social constructions of identity as images are mirrors of communities and reflect 
the social realities that inform people’s lives (Liebenberg, 2018).
	 Feminist theory, as part of our Photovoice approach, is grounded in a relation-
al perspective to explore the taken-for-grantedness of daily life by engaging in the 
research with—not on—participants (Liebenberg, 2018). Accountability to par-
ticipants and a horizontal positioning between participants and researchers must 
intentionally reduce power dynamics within the research (Freire, 2013; Lieben-
berg, 2018; Wang & Burris, 1999). This relational connection must be established 
from the beginning of the research study to facilitate dialogue and awareness of 
how positionality forms within ideologies of power, race, and class (Franken-
berg, 1994). As a community participatory approach to research, Photovoice goes 
deeply into the social realities of participants and, thus, grounds knowledge with 
the participants (Liebenberg, 2018). Photovoice incorporates the tenets of par-
ticipatory research, including research, action, participation, and social change 
through participants engaging in data collection, analysis, and reflection on their 
lived realities. A participatory approach requires a collective commitment to share 
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knowledge and facilitate critical conversations about participant images. In this 
way, participants are not research objects but subjects with/in the research process 
(Freire, 2013; Liebenberg, 2018; Wang & Burris, 1999). 
	 The images participants use are not just a snapshot as the process of decid-
ing which image arises from within and reflects thoughts on the situation, taking 
the picture, and then interpreting the image, slowing the research process to be 
more attuned to participant needs (Liebenberg, 2018). Differing from photo-elic-
itation, which uses images created for the research as prompts, Photovoice invites 
participants to think through their lived realities and depict them in a way that 
makes meaning. Participants in this study used photography to document their 
lived reality and relationships with the curriculum from the Young Canadians and 
how this informed how participants understood what it means to be a good human 
and depicted the interaction with the field and their habitus. As Wang and Burris 
(1997) identified, Photovoice has three main goals, beginning with participants 
forming the centre of the research as information collectors. The second goal is 
to use the visual images to engage in a reflective dialogue about issues import-
ant to the participants; the third goal is to use the research to reach those who 
create and maintain policy. With a deep structure built on activist research and 
problem-based inquiry, Photovoice contributes to social action by committing to 
participant-based research and revealing the impact of dominant discourses in 
youth programs (Wang & Burris, 1997). However, we experienced a challenge 
with using Photovoice in that we only met the first goal with our participants and 
somewhat met the second through our focus group, where we were able to talk 
about issues important to them, but there was a lack of connection to the broader 
discourse, and we were not able to follow through with the third goal despite at-
tempts to move the dialogue into action.
 

Discourses of Young Canadians

	 Data included interview data with 13 participants, focus group data with 8 
participants, 86 images, and a digital content analysis of the Young Canadians, 
Calgary Stampede Foundation, and Calgary Stampede Corporate websites. All 
our participants were in the intermediate dance program in the Young Canadians, 
and some were also dancing for another organization in their community or at 
their school, and a few were also singers or doing other artistic activities such as 
painting. Most participants attended a regular school in their neighbourhood, and 
some were home-schooled. As well, only one participant was a visible minority, 
with the remainder being visibly white, and there was only one identifying male 
in the group. Most participants had siblings who participated with the Young Ca-
nadians, and all participants enjoyed being in the Young Canadians group. 
	 Analysis was completed using Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus and capi-
tal to disrupt the ‘usual suspects’ discourse. There needs to be a means to analyze 
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the conditions youth engage with as members of the Young Canadians and the 
interplay between the ‘usual suspects’ and the process of othering (Carr, 2016). 
Bourdieu’s (1990) oeuvre calls for a disruption to the taken-for-grantedness of 
the ‘usual suspects’ hold on the narrative being played within social institutions; 
however, when whiteness, power, and privilege have been fueling the economic 
success of the Calgary Stampede, the challenge lies in will the disruption hold? 
Major themes included the ability to access the Young Canadians program, what 
being a good human means, and strategies of reproduction. We looked at discours-
es, which is how the youth describe their experiences. We connect that to ‘official’ 
discourses on the website and how those discourses are reproduced and transmit-
ted through what our participants mentioned. In the following, we look at different 
themes, such as who can access the programs, what it means to be a ‘good human’ 
for the participants, and reproduction strategies. These themes allow us to answer 
this paper’s question: How is the discourse of ‘Western Hospitality’ introduced 
and reproduced and who is marginalized in the process? 

Accessing the Young Canadians Program 

	 Accessing the Young Canadians program as a student came about either 
through information received from family or close friends and/or watching the 
Grandstand Show at the Calgary Stampede via online/television. Concerning 
family, one participant stated, “my cousin talked about it at a family reunion, and I 
thought it was really cool, so I auditioned.” Another participant also gained access 
through the family as her “sister had been in it for a year, so she had already kind 
of experienced it, and I had just heard a lot of really good things and thought that 
would be a really cool thing to try out and be part of the Calgary Stampede.” For 
those without family in the Young Canadians access came through knowledge of 
the Calgary Stampede: “in 2018 I went to the grandstand for the first time, and 
I loved how they were all out there having the time of their life and I just really 
wanted to do that… so… That’s why I started wanting to become a young Cana-
dian.” Another participant said, “So I’ve never been to the stampede before, but 
I’ve seen their shows online, and I just saw, it just felt like an entire family and 
felt how together they are, and it really felt like they were one person. One really 
happy person on stage they were dancing and singing. I love both of those things, 
so um, I auditioned actually last year, but I didn’t get in.”
	 Concerning the audition process, participants frequently spoke about having 
to fit into a specific identity the Young Canadians were looking for. One partic-
ipant who was unsuccessful at their first audition stated, “I didn’t know how to, 
like, look and things, and I didn’t know what kind of qualities they were looking 
for.” This theme continued: “They were looking for a lot of performance. So, a lot 
of facial, kind of not just you dancing and the like, the top half from your neck 
up is like missing. They need expression, they need sass, they need, you know, all 
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of that. So, to kind of put character into the dance.” The audition process for the 
Young Canadians listed on their website includes a video audition first; if suc-
cessful, youth are invited for a call-back. The video audition needs to have three 
components: an introduction, flexibility and movement, and a dance. Students are 
encouraged to keep their hair tied back and no jewellery or loose-fitting clothing 
(Young Canadians of the Calgary Stampede, 2021). Despite this idea of showing 
their personality, each participant was enamoured by the choreographed homoge-
nous performances. This prompted them to desire to be a Young Canadian: “Ever 
since then, I’ve been hooked on I’ve really wanted to be a young Canadian.”
	 Participants overwhelmingly stated that the Young Canadians feel like family 
when they are participating in the program and that it is a safe space, and this also 
was evidenced in participant images in Figure 2 below. One participant stated, 
“whenever I feel like I need help, I can just talk to them and I don’t feel uncom-
fortable around them at all, and I know that they just want to help, and they are all 
just friends and family here in YC.” Another stated that they feel “happy,” another 
feels like the Young Canadians are “part of a family, and that like everybody is 
connected, and everybody is very kind and nice, and I feel like I am part of some-
thing big. It feels good.” Another participant added diverse considerations of the 
idea of a family and being with a group of friends: “Everybody is friends. No 
matter what age you are, whether you’re a boy or a girl, they’re just all friends.”
	 This camaraderie of friendship and family led to feelings of safety at the 
Young Canadians based on common interests. One participant spoke about feeling 
happy as “there’s so many people around you that just make you feel happy and 
make you feel welcome.” Another stated that everyone is “immediately accept-
ed into the group,” with another participant saying that at the Young Canadians, 
there are “better stories” shared amongst the dancers than at school or other or-

Figure 2 
Family (images provided by participants)
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ganizations. Another participant stated that it is a “good community and they all 
[are] very loving people, and they are very accepting” and another said that they 
“make me feel really happy and really good about myself.” One student, the only 
visually identified male participant, stated that at the Young Canadians, he felt 
safe to be himself rather than at school stating: “I don’t feel like I’m the only one 
and different when I’m with them. I feel like I more belong than anywhere else.” 
All these data fragments demonstrate how our participants are proud to be part 
of a big family where they feel safe and welcome. We must point out that all our 
participants were girls from white families except for one boy and one girl from 
an Asian family. 
	 The absence of boys amongst the participant group was noticeable as the ma-
jority stated that there were not many boys in the program as boys “don’t want to 
dance. They are more focused on sports, like hockey and just skating in general.” 
Participants perceived limitation to boys participating in the program was due to 
a lack of suitable dance programming such as hip-hop or due to body shaming 
as boys may not “want to look bad in front of their friends” and, “no boys really 
think about dancing.” When asked about culture within their current company 

Figure 3
Safe Spaces (images provided by participants)
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of dancers, one student replied that dancers come from different places like “all 
over Calgary,” “Okotoks and Airdrie,” which are bedroom communities outside 
of Calgary, another participant stated that at the Young Canadians, “no one really 
cares about who you love or what your skin tone is or how tall you are or how 
short you are.” The limited perspective on diverse communities and safe spaces 
was also revealed through images participants shared which were focused on the 
LGTBQ+ flag, the Black Lives Matter movement (both taken from the internet by 
participants) for example in contrast with a police car and hospital where safety is 
questionable for racialized communities (Cole, 2020). As participants had limited 
notions of diversity, their awareness of what it means to be safe also raises an 
interesting point with respect to understandings of social justice in the images as 
we wonder if the social justice images represent performative allyship or a means 
to increase their familial cultural capital (Howard, 2013). 

A Good Human

	 Resoundingly, participants stated that being a good human involves being 
“kind, caring, inclusive, driven;” “helping others;” “including everybody;” “be 
kind to everybody and not like to be mean or discriminate against other people 
based on what they look like on the outside;” “always going with a positive at-
titude;” and “working really hard and sweating at the end of dance class.” When 

Figure 4 
Good Human Actions (images provided by participants)
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asked what this looks like in practice, many also agreed that this would involve 
helping others, smiling, being nice and generous to others, complimenting others, 
asking lots of questions in dance class, comforting others, and “help your sur-
roundings.” Images depicted in Figure 4 demonstrate what it means to be a good 
human in everyday life, including following directions, caring for the environ-
ment, and supporting others. These images represent kindness, helping other stu-
dents, and demonstrations of how they follow the rules in different contexts with 
COVID-19 or when going to the forest to protect the environment in which they 
live. There is also the image of one student, the only visible minority, to show how 
they help people in their global community by collecting donations for Christmas. 
	 When asked what stopped individuals from becoming a good human, there 
were a variety of answers, including “societal boundaries,” “mental illness,” 
“money and greed,” “peer pressure,” “personal struggles,” “bad influences,” “par-
ents are not the best people,” “seeing negative things,” and being too comfortable 
with peers as “we have been together for so long sometimes we forget that we 
need to include others” which presents a critical point with respect to inclusion 
and diversity and the contradictions we noticed within this study. As the group is 
insular and exclusive, ideas of diversity are as mentioned superficial and only seen 
within their spheres of context and through social media. It is interesting also to 
notice that their views of not being a good human are individualized, putting the 
blame on single people (bad apple argument) instead of looking at the society and 
the systems at large and how their group is a well-behaved homogenous group 
chosen to be part of the Young Canadians. Here is where goal number two from 
Photovoice was not fully realized. Our participants lacked the ability to move their 
thinking away from the individual towards the border discourse and ways in which 
systems and discourses such as the Stampede reproduce narratives that benefit the 
dominant group.

Strategies of Reproduction

	 From the interviews and photos gathered, being taught what it means to be 
a good human via the curriculum appears to be done implicitly. Participants did 
not express that their instructors explicitly taught them what a good human is, but 
instructors modelled through their actions and expectations what being a good hu-
man means. The audition process also ensures the Young Canadians program has 
a particular set of skills amiable to receive the same discourses. Instructors’ role 
within the Young Canadians according to participants is to keep everyone prepared 
and ready to go, and they are also available to support students struggling with 
the choreography and will take extra time to work with students. However, when 
instructors explicitly did talk about being a good human, it was at the beginning of 
the year to ensure new members understand the expectations and after “something 
bad happens in the studio. They’ll talk about it with the whole company, like in 
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separate classes. And they will like just put up the ground rules again. Like being 
nice to everybody, not pushing people out.” These explicit moments also came up 
during classes at the Young Canadians about bullying and mental health through 
teachable moments; however, in their regular program at the Young Canadians, 
these moments were few as one participant reflected: “I don’t think that there was 
a very, there wasn’t one time where one of the teachers said, like, being a good 
human is this blah, blah, blah, right? They put what it is to be a Young Canadian.” 
The implicitness of talking about being a good human came across as a “vibe,” 
instructors “don’t directly tell you, but they kind of insist,” and that being a good 
human is “contagious.” If everyone follows the rules, instructors do not need to 
discuss or talk about what it means to be a good human during the program. It is 
implicitly reproduced through actions beginning with recruitment at the audition 
to following the rules of how one should behave when dancing. 

Discussion

	 The milieu at the Young Canadians is perceived to be a safe space for stu-
dents. Overwhelmingly, participants stated that the Young Canadians is a safe, 
welcoming place, and participants feel like family. What inclusion means for par-
ticipants is to respect the community by following the rules, being kind, caring 
and driven, helping others when they need it, and not gossiping. As well, the sin-
gular focus of the community helps with the bonding of the students who all agree 
that they need to perform to their full potential. All students mentioned enjoying 
their time with the Young Canadians, and several of them said that they felt safe 
and welcomed in the group. Interestingly, the only boy participant felt safer at the 
Young Canadians than he did at school. However, the female participants also did 
not think that boys naturally gravitated to forms of dance other than hip-hop. This 
is a crucial contradiction as, despite narratives of being welcoming, participants 
also shared that because they are so communal, they tend to forget that others 
may not feel like they fit. The lingering narrative of gender bias amongst students 
and their lack of exposure to diversity amongst their peers are symptoms of an 
elite education which reinforces social stratification between elite youth who can 
access programs such as the Young Canadians and others (Koh & Kenway, 2016; 
Watters, 2016). 
	 Participants noted differences between their experiences at the Young Cana-
dians and their schools and other extracurricular experiences. Most of the par-
ticipants stated that they felt more comfortable and could relate to their peers 
at the Young Canadians more so than in other spaces. Primarily this was due to 
a collective focus on a unifying activity, whereas at school, there were multiple 
happenings and ‘cliques’ of students that divided student groups. At the Young 
Canadians, participants felt at ease with their instructors and appreciated the extra 
support, including counsellors and sessions on mental health and bullying. Stu-
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dents thought of instructors in the program as role models of not only how to best 
perform but also the ways in which instructors went about their practice. Students 
keenly regarded when an instructor would take time to support a student with their 
choreography if a student was falling behind or when instructors would innately 
tidy up the dance space. This modelling by instructors lends itself to developing 
the character traits of becoming a good human stated in the Youth Development 
Framework, including integrity, creating a welcoming environment, respect and 
responsibility, and a commitment to the community.
	 It doesn’t appear that being a good human is explicitly taught or talked about 
in the program other than through the modelling enacted by the instructors or 
through establishing ground rules at the beginning of a season or after an adverse 
event. Students learn what it means to be a good human from the Youth Develop-
ment Framework by being part of the group, which has an implicit way of being 
that specifies rules and language for them to get along and work together as a 
group of dancers. Our participants mentioned that they don’t talk against people 
in their group and if they notice someone is not following the rules, they rely on 
instructors to step in rather than for them to speak up, or students will pick up 
after others, doing more to compensate for others doing less. There certainly was 
a lack of critical thinking and additional time with them, we could have discussed 
issues a little bit further (to do goal number two of the Photovoice methodology) 
however participants presented with more of a desire to follow and not critique 
the Young Canadians, which speaks to the performative social justice images in 
Figure 3 as well as the fear of speaking against the group. 
	 Character education, in this case, aligns with the literature in that what it 
means to be a good human is implicitly taught by the instructors through their 
modelling and enacting of the Youth Development Framework (Bronk, 2008; 
Demirei, & Eksi, 2018). This limits the opportunities an arts-based curriculum 
can move into, such as troubling the idea that boys who dance only like hip-hop or 
boys who do not like dance prefer sports. These moral and ethical dilemmas could 
be addressed through dance to disrupt gender-conforming narratives, extend stu-
dents’ critical and creative thinking, and address the valuing diversity and inclu-
sion point from the Youth Development Framework. Conversations surrounding 
the implications of choice of costume or choreography would also develop char-
acter through unpacking moral dilemmas and lead to students developing empa-
thy, humility, and hope. Being a good human includes the traits in the framework 
and the ones previously mentioned, including respecting historical legacies. The 
recent Grandstand Show in 2021 at the Calgary Stampede had a costume choice 
which depicted the RCMP presented an opportunity for the Young Canadians to 
be inclusive and become critical thinkers through an awareness of the RCMP’s 
legacy in the Indian Residential System in Canada and ongoing racism directed 
towards Indigenous Peoples and People of Colour. While unmarked graves are be-
ing unearthed, the Young Canadians presented a narrative which not only evokes 
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‘Western Hospitality’ but ignores the history of violence acted upon racialized 
individuals (Williams, 2021). 
	 Participants demonstrated how their learnings of being a good human tran-
scend into their communities. Some participants identified as advocates for equity 
and social justice, whereas others followed the rules of their communities to care 
for others. This took on individual perspectives based on their family values, in-
cluding being active, cleaning up their environments, and modelling for other 
students what it means to be a good human by including others and being kind. 
One participant, a visible ‘minority,’ was highly devoted to supporting others and 
her family’s country of origin through fundraising, gathering, and donating basic 
needs supplies, and responding to global environmental events. This was also a 
crucial difference between participants in that the differences in culture led to 
differences in enacting being a good human (Smith & Smith, 2007). As most 
participants were white, this limits not only exposure to a variety of cultures but 
also perspectives on what it means to be a good human. Different cultures and 
religions offer a broader perspective on what good means, thus contributing to a 
more holistic and global perspective, extending beyond colonial boundaries.

Disrupting the ‘Usual Suspects’

	 ‘Western Hospitality’ for the Calgary Stampede is built from the same under-
standing of privilege. Seeking entrance into the family of the Young Canadians, 
youth and families enter an elite and privileged space as evidenced beginning 
from the ways the program is accessed as well as who is allowed to become a 
Young Canadian. The rugged individualism Calgary Stampede is proud of also 
invites access to privilege and elitism by becoming members of the homogenous 
group which induces the comradery and sense of belonging our participants 
shared. By accessing a privileged space based on the success of entry into the 
Young Canadians, privilege is perceived as earned, not gifted, as this achievement 
is a culmination of cultural capital and habitus feeding each other within the field 
that speaks the same language. This acceptance into the Young Canadian family 
induces a misrecognition of earned privilege and elitism. Misrecognition arises 
from families and youth who are successful at becoming a Young Canadian did so 
because of perseverance and grit, traits valued by ‘Western Hospitality,’ as well as 
their ability to read ‘Western Hospitality’ as a path to privilege and elitism. How-
ever, misrecognition emerges without awareness of how inaccessible and homo-
geneous the program is. Upward social mobility reflects the pioneering spirit the 
West was built on by settlers and continues due to a neo-liberal climate (Thurlow, 
2020). Through ‘earning’ their privileged space, families not only increase their 
cultural capital but also reinforce the pathway to privilege and continue to engage 
with the ‘usual suspects’ (Maxwell & Aggleton, 2013). The narrowed pathway to 
a program that uses its own curriculum to implicitly reproduce notions of ‘West-
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ern Hospitality’ keeps the Young Canadians entrenched with a lack of diversity of 
gender, race, and socioeconomic status.1 
	 Misrecognition for Bourdieu (2013) offers a paradox in that the group moves 
between awareness of the work it takes to ‘earn’ one’s position in society while at 
the same time, this work may exclude others. The Young Canadians thus provide 
families with the map to access the program and through the family’s skill and 
ability to read the map based on their accrued cultural capital in the field, their 
habitus becomes one that readily identifies with the narrative the Young Canadians 
propagates. Participants who were not successful at the first audition stated that 
they needed to learn how to read the narrative to fit into the group (field of power). 
This enables the ‘usual suspects’ to continue to reproduce within the Young Cana-
dians as “reproducing the appropriate habitus” also evokes a “collective denial” 
on behalf of the group on the ways in which privilege moves into elitism within 
a homogeneous environment (p. 196). Through the participant images, the mis-
recognition was unveiled as participants saw safety through a privileged position 
as well as through a perhaps unintentional costume choice made by staff at the 
Young Canadians. With limited diverse voices and experiences within the Young 
Canadians, an elite frame is also seen in participant responses where reasons for 
not being a good human were grounded in a lack of rugged individualism which 
continues to establish elitism through privilege as “prosperity and social mobili-
ty are matters of entrepreneurial self-determination”—crucial traits of ‘Western 
Hospitality’ (Thurlow, 2020, p. 129). 

Conclusion

	 Bourdieu (2013) notes that there is a moment between awareness and denial 
that can be used to disrupt the ‘usual suspects’ hold on the dominate discourse. 
In this moment there can be resistance, where families are not seduced by the 
desire for privilege but can change the narrative of ‘Western Hospitality’ to be 
one that is reflective of diversity. Despite Canada being a multicultural society, 
those representing the faces of the Young Canadians remain a dominant white 
homogenous group. In addition, discourses shared during the Grandstand Show 
are not responsive to strategies of continued oppression or the lingering impacts 
of colonisation. Despite movements beyond performative allyship, for example, 
the Calgary Stampede Foundation and the Calgary Stampede remain entrenched 
in nostalgic views of the Western frontier spirit which continues to use established 
frontier language that remains exclusive to a specific group and maintains hold 
on power. The dominant narrative of a singular historical identity revealed how a 
lack of diversity pushes up against notions of being a good human, invoking bell 
hooks (2003) call that there is a desperate need to “hear about how inclusion of 
diversity changes the nature of intimacy, of how we see the world” (p. 105). In this 
paper, we tried to disrupt by using what Bourdieu refers to as ‘the field of opin-
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ions’ which allows us to deconstruct discourses to see who has power and how it 
is reproduced. Students in the youth programs are chosen to be representative of 
what ‘Western Hospitality’ is: being kind and safe in their own community and 
following the rules established by the dominant group. We hope that we disturbed 
the doxa (a set of beliefs not often discussed) for a more inclusive discourse on 
what it means to live in a Western world now and in the future. Will this disruption 
in how youth programming perpetuates narratives of oppression be responded to? 
Meanwhile, the elite nature of the Young Canadians program continues to increase 
the cultural capital of those who are members of the program and limits the diver-
sity of who can become a Young Canadian.
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Note

	 1 Remains of children were found at the site of the Kamloops Residential School. 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/tk-eml%C3%BAps-te-secw%C3%A9p
emc-215-children-former-kamloops-indian-residential-school-1.6043778
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Engaging Undergraduate Science 
Students Through Hip-Hop:
Battle Rap as Revolutionary

Science Instruction 

Abstract

Through an exploration of hip-hop as a viable method for science instruction, and 
battle rap as a tool of hip-hop pedagogy, this study explored the use of battle rap 
in undergraduate cell biology, anatomy, and physiology courses. This research 
attempted to demonstrate the benefits of hip-hop in undergraduate instruction 
in science—as a mechanism for increasing science content knowledge, sharing 
students’ emotional state/well-being, and improving students’ overall engagement 
in the discipline.

Keywords: Battle Rap, STEM, Science Education, Post-Secondary STEM 
Education, Hip-hop

Introduction

	 A 2012 report by the President’s Council of Advisors on Science and 
Technology (PCAST) predicted that the U.S. workforce will suffer a deficit of one 
million college graduates in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) over the next decade. The report called for addressing the shortfall by 
increasing the retention of college students in STEM. While many have cited this 
call, many academic leaders have not responded aggressively to workforce needs 
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by implementing measures that increase retention. Some of this inaction is likely 
due to the lack of knowledge about proven retention strategies.
	 Persistence of more top students would address the projected STEM workforce 
deficit, while building a deeper, broader talent pool (PCAST, 2012). Less than half 
of the three million students who enter U.S. colleges yearly intending to major in 
a STEM field persist in STEM until graduation (PCAST, 2012). Black and Brown 
post-secondary students declare STEM as a major at the same rate as their white 
counterparts ((Xie, Fang, & Shauman, 2015). The exit rate is especially high for 
the so-called “underrepresented majority”—women, racial, and ethnic minorities 
who are underrepresented in STEM majors but collectively make up 68% of 
college students in the United States (Seymour & Hewitt, 1997). For example, 
African American students who intend to major in STEM switch to a non-STEM 
field before graduation twice as often as White students (National Academy of 
Science, 2011). Students can be retained in the STEM field, one way of doing that 
is by acknowledging students’ different ways of receiving information. 
	 Students learn in different ways (Garfield,1995). There are currently many 
challenges concerning how students learn old concepts in a new day of receiving 
content. Battle pedagogy provides opportunities among educators within the 
science setting to allow their students to learn science concepts through arts and 
music. Battle pedagogy as a learning tool hopes to improve the way students 
and teachers both present and receive information with the hope that alternative 
forms of sound waves can induce enhanced connectivity to the brain. An initial 
study inquiring how battle rappers engage an audience through science content 
was done to serve three main purposes: first, to scratch beneath the surface of 
battle pedagogy as a teaching method and determine where the potential for it lies 
within the classroom setting; second, what future this new teaching method holds 
for the science profession; and third, to determine if battle pedagogy as a practice 
can keep up with students’ learning needs. 
	 Teachers typically rely on lectures and power points to teach students. It is 
believed that this method is no longer effective. Many students are dropping out 
of school due to the loss of interest (Davis & Dupper, 2004). As Davis and Dupper 
stated, “the most overlooked school factors is the quality of the relationship 
between teachers and students, especially at-risk students and the powerful impact 
of teacher attitudes and beliefs on student success” (p. 179). One of the causes 
of this division is the lack of effective teaching activities that will grasp students’ 
attention and motivate them to continue learning (Middleton & Spanias, 1999). 
New developments in science, along with the complexity of science as a subject, 
should encourage academics to make the learning process as fun and clear as 
possible (DeBoer, 2000). 
	 The purpose of this research was to discover the benefits of incorporating 
arts and music (battle rap) into the science classroom, and to determine its impact 
on postsecondary students’ ability to learn while remaining engaged. This study 
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attempted to address the cardinal issue on the minds of education leaders and 
the STEM community, which is, what can encourage students to become more 
engaged in the classroom, how could that process be facilitated, and how does it 
differ from the current education system?

Conceptual Framework

	 This study is rooted in a sociocultural framework that explores the concepts 
of social capital and being an intellectual warrior as they relate to the experiences 
of youth within a STEM classroom. I draw insight from Bourdieu (2011), who 
highlighted capital and its varied forms as important for articulating ways 
humans exist on a global scale. Specifically, I focus on the forms of capital that 
are acquired in social settings like authentic science spaces where individuals 
develop a conscious or unconscious personal investment in an activity or process 
through participating and engaging in the same experiences as peers in science-
related fields. According to Adjapong (2017) Hip-hop is a form of cultural capital 
that many Black and Brown youth possess. When Hip-hop is brought into STEM 
classrooms and used as a viable form of knowledge acquisition in science, Hip-
Hop can be used to expand youth cultural capital to include science. Battle 
rap is a form of Hip-Hop. Students participating in science battle raps in this 
study gain “cultural capital,” which in its embodied state, is both inherited and 
acquired as one engages with either new or familiar experiences. I argue that 
through participating in dialogue with others, science students will gain a new 
form of cultural capital that they did not have access to at their school or in any 
other space. I suggest that students gain forms of cultural capital in the authentic 
science space ultimately by navigating and working in this new space. They can 
then use these new forms of capital to successfully navigate future science spaces 
more comfortably if they choose to. In other words, by participating in science 
battle raps and gaining various forms of cultural capital, students are able to view 
themselves as scientists and learn how to successfully navigate science spaces. 
Over time, students have the opportunity to acquire new forms of science content 
knowledge through navigating authentic science spaces. In addition, the ease 
with which they engage in, and gain capital within, new science spaces (such as 
classrooms, science labs, or other science jobs) is increased as a result of their 
initial engagement with science battle raps.
	 Kincheloe (2006) suggests that changes need to be made against the status 
quo within the education space and brave men and women must take up the fight. 
These individuals who work toward creating a new learning environment should 
be considered intellectual warriors. Monchiski (2011) agrees and defines an 
intellectual warrior as an individual who despite potentially receiving backlash 
from those who do not agree with another for receiving an education and being 
viewed as a sellout, decide to pursue an education anyway because it may improve 
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their socio economic status. Staying in school can be considered difficult, for 
these same students to now incorporate something as common place in society 
as hip-hop Bascunan (2016), and try to appear “normal,” can open them up to 
criticism. The science students who participated in this study are intellectual 
warriors because despite not participating in a science battle rap before, they 
embarked in this space and rhymed to each other allowing for peer learning to 
occur. Tighe (1971) described peer learning as: 

Creative dialogue has at its root the tenet that students are possessed with a 
great potential to create, that in order for learning students to create they must 
also exchange, and that the present lecture system used in most undergraduate 
courses stifles creativity and exchange. (p. 21)

This statement by Tighe encourages peer learning based on how much students 
can benefit from creative dialogue with one another.

Research Questions

	 1. How can battle rap improve engagement within STEM courses?

	 2. What ways can battle rap assist in learning STEM content?

	 3. Are there benefits of incorporating battle rap in academic spaces outside
	 of learning the material for that course? 

Methods

Setting

	 Over the course of 1 year (2018-2019), I studied students at a 4-year post-
secondary institution in New York City. The demographics of the undergraduate 
students at the institution were 59% White, 14% Latinx, 10% Asian, 4% Black 
or African American, and 17% Other. Students in four different 14-week biology 
courses were studied: 2 Cell Biology courses in the Fall of 2018, 1 Anatomy and 
1 Physiology course in the Fall of 2019.
	 Cell Biology (3 credits) presents central standards of cell structure and function 
essential to a comprehension of cell connections in the development, support, and 
generation of multicellular life forms. Distortions of cell structure and function 
that add to human infection are examined widely. Anatomy Lab (2 credits) is 
a lab-based course utilizing models, microscopes, and dissections in order to 
think about the structure of the significant organ frameworks of the human body. 
Physiology Lab (2 credits) is a lab-based course showing principles of the human 
nervous, cardiovascular, respiratory, and urinary systems. Overview of human life 
structures and histology. A tutorial on instrumentation and methodology utilized 
in medication.
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	 These courses (see Table 1) were selected for study because they are 
prerequisite courses to become a science researcher, health professional, or medical 
doctor. Disch (2012) showed that society’s health is based on these professionals’ 
ability to share measures effectively that can lead to individuals in society living 
longer, healthier lives. Giving students the opportunity to express themselves in 
class among their peers through battle rap is an opportunity for them to not only 
practice their communication skills but keep them engaged, while also showing 
mastery of the content. 

Student Participants

	 Students ranged from sophomores to seniors and their ages ranged from 19 
to 23. Some students who earned their bachelor’s degrees also took some of the 
courses as prerequisites for a second degree, and their ages ranged from 24 to 33. 
The students who took the courses majored in Biology, Nursing, or Health. This 
was also the first time the students created STEM rhymes and battle rapped in a 
postsecondary course.
	 Table 3 presents the coded students’ names, majors, and years in school who 
were purposively selected to contribute information to this study. 

Students’ Procedures

	 Students were asked to write a rhyme in a language that was reflective of the 

Table 1
Biology Courses Studied

Semester	 Course			   End-of-Semester		  Who Could		  Form of Arts	 Number
										          Presentation				   Attend	 Form 	 Incorporated	 of Students

Fall			   Cell Biology	 Both Cell Biology	 Faculty, 			   Art and			   18
										          classes presented		 friends,				   Battle Rap
										          in an auditorium		  students									         5 males
										          outside of class time												            13 females

Fall			   Cell Biology	 Both Cell Biology	 Faculty,				   Art and			   17
										          classes presented		 friends,				   Battle Rap
										          in an auditorium		  students									         6 males
										          outside of class time												            11 females

Spring		 Anatomy			  Performed for			   Faculty				   Battle Rap		  16
										          class only					    friends, 									         4 males
																		                  students									         12 females

Spring		 Physiology		  Performed for			   Faculty				   Battle Rap		  13
										          class only					    friends, 									         1 male
																		                  students									         12 females
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material they were learning. The Fall semester students had the option of either 
creating music or constructing a physical or electronic art piece. The Fall semester 
involved a joint performance where both classes presented their music and artwork 
in front of one another in an auditorium outside of class time. The Spring semester 
students were only able to work on a music project and present within class time; a 
larger performance was not possible because a bigger space was not available. The 
Fall semester students choose between a music and art piece because there was 
less material to learn in the course. More time was needed to create the physical 
and electronic art pieces as many of the students never created art that would be 
displayed before. The Spring semester students were taking a difficult course and 
did not have as much time to learn how to build certain art-related items. The Fall 
semester students also performed and presented their creations in front of over 
100 individuals, and so extra time was needed to practice and prepare the material 
in class. The students invited their friends, classmates, and other faculty members 
to the performance presented in front of their classmates, friends, and faculty 

Table 3
Student Participants

Student (Pseudonym)	 Major			   Year

Arma			   Biology			   Sophomore
Bilal			   Biology (Pre-Nursing)	 Sophomore
Cassaberry		  Biology			   Senior
Dally			   Biology			   Sophomore
Eaton			   Pre-Nursing		  Post-Bac Program
France			   Biology			   Sophomore
Grogl			   Biology			   Sophomore
Hora			   Biology			   Sophomore
Iggy			   Biology			   Sophomore
Jolly			   Biology			   Sophomore
Koran			   Biology			   Sophomore
Lincoln			   Biology			   Sophomore
Meoclock		  Health			   Sophomore
Nore			   Biology			   Sophomore
Opal			   Biology			   Sophomore
Santa			   Biology			   Sophomore
Quince			   Biology			   Senior
Regal			   Biology			   Sophomore
Tally			   Biology			   Sophomore
Umi			   Biology			   Sophomore
Vance			   Biology			   Sophomore
Warton			   Biology			   Senior
Xavier			   Biology			   Sophomore
Yoli			   Biology			   Sophomore
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members. Each performance took place within 2 weeks of the last day of class at 
the University. 
	 Each student competed against another student in either a 1 vs. 1 or 2 vs. 2 
formats. Students were informed about making music in relation to the course 
from the first day of class. They were asked to prepare two drafts of the song—the 
first one due 5 weeks after the beginning of the course, the second one due 3 weeks 
later. The timeframe was created so students could develop content knowledge 
about the field before they began creating music about the course and have time 
to edit another draft before they performed the music they created. Half of the 
students were asked to email the words they intended to perform after 5 weeks 
after the first day so they could be checked for science content and flow. The other 
half of the students were asked to not only email the written content, but to create 
a video of them performing the song. Students were asked to send in a video in 
the hope it would make get them more comfortable communicating in different 
ways. Boys were allowed to partner with girls, and same-gender groups of boy and 
boy and girl and girl were permitted. Students were allowed to choose any musical 
genre they liked: rap, country, techno, or R&B. They could also incorporate a beat 
or instruments if they felt moved to do so.

Student Data Collection

	 Of the 64 students who participated in this study, 42 participated in the battle 
rap portion, and 19 participated in the physical art and electronic art portion. 
Participants were asked to submit their battle rap in writing; if they participated in 
the art portion, they were asked to submit a picture of their art piece. Participants 
were asked to write a paragraph reflecting on their experience incorporating 
music and art into the classroom, or they were given the opportunity to respond 
to questions I wrote that they could answer about the experience. According to 
Korthagen (2001), reflection is the instrument by which experiences are translated 
into dynamic knowledge. Along with receiving reflections, some students were 
randomly selected to be interviewed in person or in a focus group for this case 
study. The in-person interview took place 1 week after their performance in class, 
after classes ended. Two focus group interviews were conducted. One group 
interview took place in the last class of the Physiology course; another group 
interview took place after both Cell Biology classes performed at the end of the 
Fall semester. 

Data Analysis 

	 Student reflections, interview transcripts, focus groups, lyrics, researcher’s 
notes, and any feedback provided by participants were reviewed after being 
transcribed. They were analyzed to gain an understanding of how students felt 
about incorporating battle rap and art into a STEM course. The data was also 
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analyzed to understand how the course differed from traditional teaching methods 
and to determine if students felt battle pedagogy was beneficial to learning STEM 
content.
 

Findings

	 I first begin by stating the themes found within the students battle rap. Next, 
I state the themes found within the students’ reflections. Afterwards, I select and 
break down students’ quotes that were relevant to the overarching themes of this 
study. Then, I discuss the students’ end-of-semester presentation of the battle rap 
and arts portion. I specifically discuss a question I posed to the students asking 
them whether they preferred to take a test, write a 10-page paper, or perform a 
battle rap. 

Student Battle Raps and Reflections on Battle Rap

	 The teaching style for the Cell Biology, Physiology, and Anatomy courses 
was changed from the traditional lecture and lab teaching style to study whether 
battle pedagogy could be used as a learning technique. Students had to take the 
form of battle rappers and teach their peers a topic in science with the intent of 
keeping the classroom engaged. Forty-two students participated in this portion 
of the study. They created music related to science content to teach their peers. 
Afterwards, students performed their rap. Some students had similar themes within 
their rhymes. The popular themes throughout the students’ songs were related to 
family, love, fear, passion, friendship, culture, altruism, stress relief and fun. 
	 Although the students had different tastes in music genres, some students 
had similar themes within their rhymes. Students really liked the opportunity to 
be creative and work with someone else. Some felt they were competing for a 
grade which made some work harder. Others felt stressed out about the process 
of creating a rhyme to be performed. I should have done a better job sharing that 
they were not in competition with each other, but rather with the world. Students 
and professionals move to the United States every year with similar content 
knowledge to those here. What can separate one student from others is how they 
use and apply the information they learn.
	 It is important to help students understand their strengths, weaknesses, and 
life areas that consume their mind the most. For instance, giving some students the 
opportunity to write allowed them and others an opportunity to see which thoughts 
seeped out first. One student I called Regal chose to write about a traumatic injury 
and, during member checking, she shared that her injury affected her Rowing 
career at the University. Following is an excerpt:

3 years since that fateful day and I’ve been seeing my bones more like sticks 
3 metatarsals that have brought me lots of fear and lots of pain
but taught me how to live even though living ain’t quite the same
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Feeling like a one when you used to be on tent
rusting my podiatrist was my second mistake back then

Regal appeared to be depressed since her injury. She was mad at herself, her body, 
and even her doctor. Although she wanted to become a doctor, could this make her 
not want to become a doctor anymore because of her anger—or perhaps not be 
a good doctor? Helping her to unpack what she went through was advantageous. 
Had it not been for this exercise, I would have never known what she was going 
through. In short, understanding what students have faced allows me to be a better 
teacher. Another student, Quince, incorporated her father into a rhyme: 

Starting off on the outside, our protection 
My daddy always told me I’ve got thick skin 
when I was young, I’d fall off my bike, kinda scary
Time to talk about the integumentary

	 Quince shared that her father was an engineer and encouraged her to enter 
the sciences. Hearing these stories made me closer to my students, and the music 
brought my students closer to the material. They appreciated being able to add 
their own spin to the content knowledge they were receiving. 
	 One way to add content to long-term memory is by attaching it to an emotion. 
The combination of adding emotion to content, as well as converting that emotional 
content into a song, may enhance students’ learning ability. When utilizing battle 
pedagogy, students observed how music can be used as a mnemonic and a new 
learning tool. For Quince, this project was very similar to one she had done before 
in her sixth grade science class. She once wrote a song about acids and bases to 
the tune of “Tik Tok” by Ke$ha, so she was familiar with incorporating academic 
facts into an artistic model. Most interestingly, Quince said that writing a song or 
poem about certain topics helped her remember the content much more easily than 
plainly studying it. In fact, she still remembered the song she wrote in the sixth 
grade and probably would not have recalled the content had it not been in music.
	 For this project, crafting the riddles proved difficult since we tried to maintain 
a rhyme throughout but also keep the identity of the systems hidden. For the most 
part, the riddles became easier to write once we had written a few because we 
were already in the mindset of what we wanted to present. In all, this project, 
although stressful with the presentation portion, not only displayed how science 
can be incorporated into other forms of learning but also showed how students can 
utilize other modes of learning to learn better. Other students felt the music could 
help their communication skills in the academic world and other areas of their 
lives, as Santa shared:

Also we included base-base mutations which can be characterized as missense 
or nonsense mutations which we used to our advantage by saying our opponents 
were “talking nonsense.” In addition to using science to attack, we also included 
some pop culture references to act as modern rappers do to gain their audiences 
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attention. For example, when talking about Okazaki fragments, I say that they 
are chopped up, locked up like Tekashi. This is a reference to the recent artist 
who was sent to jail which was surrounded by plenty of media buzz. Overall this 
project was very unique to me, but improved my way of thinking as I now see that 
the information you possess is not your primary asset, but rather the manner in 
which you exchange this information with others will determine your influence.

	 Santa figured out a way to keep people’s attention while also educating them 
during this critical thinking exercise of conjuring up rhymes to present to the 
class. Some students felt the music portion was nerve-wracking because they 
feared public speaking, but they felt having a partner with them helped ease that 
stress.
	 While others found the battle rap enjoyable, Iggy found this technique to be 
scary. According to Student I, battle rapping in science class as a teaching style 
was:

Definitely something that I have never done before and although the thought of 
branching out of my comfort zone is very scary I have been trying to do more 
things that make me uncomfortable so that I can experience more things and 
grow as a person. I have struggled with panic disorder for many years and a lot 
of my panic attacks have caused me to avoid things that I would normally love 
to do. As part of treatment, I am supposed to be doing a lot of things that would 
normally cause panic or cause problems for me, so it is especially good for me to 
challenge myself to do things that I am not all that comfortable with.

	 Although Iggy was uncomfortable with the idea of battle rapping in science, 
this teaching style allowed her to step out of her comfort zone, experience 
something different, and boost her motivation to learn science.
	 Some students found battle pedagogy to be therapeutic. Cassaberry 
explained that the project was therapeutic in a way she did not expect. Although 
the performance gave her heavy anxiety, she had fun practicing and making the 
material, which was a cathartic process for her. As a result, Cassaberry changed 
her studying methods and became aware that science did not always have to be so 
serious but can be fun. Dally also found this teaching style to be therapeutic: 

Music has an incredible capacity to help people express themselves, move them 
emotionally, and give them an outlet for stress and anxiety. I already have my 
music outlets which I already turn to for just about any emotional state. For 
someone who doesn’t have that connection already, I would think this project 
would be very therapeutic. I must say that for me though, it did give me a creative 
outlet which I do not find myself using often.

	 Koran and Lincoln both agreed that creating music in science class was very 
therapeutic for them as well. According to Koran, battle pedagogy was surprisingly 
therapeutic for him: “Science courses are usually so intense and demanding, 
creating a song was a good way to do something fun and exciting in the midst of 
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back-to-back exams. It was also nice to take a break from being so stressed all the 
time and just relax and have fun, while also learning at the same time.” Lincoln 
also concluded that the assignment to create a song was: 

…therapeutic because music allows you to express yourself while connecting 
with others. I have heard about music being a form of therapy since music can 
improve individuals’ speech and memory. Music even helps people to develop 
positive self-images, release stress, and provides emotional healing, and although 
it was challenging, it was also an interesting change from the norm. 

	 Many students expressed that incorporating battle pedagogy into science class 
allowed them to understand the value in what they were learning and enhanced 
the learning process. Arma stated in his reflection that through his experience of 
creating battle pedagogy in his science class, he was able to explore the business 
side of science and discovered a love for science and business. Student Arma also 
expressed that he would like to take some business classes, although he did not 
have time to incorporate them into his schedule. He added: 

We receive little training as medical school students on how to start a practice 
which is very important in starting a new business. I think it is important that 
we recognize that early on and take the necessary steps to prepare, innovate and 
succeed. It’s a little sad to not see life skills like running a business discussed in 
any other science class I’ve taken. There is life beyond labs, and I think this class 
has certainly helped me gain a better understanding of how to prepare for that as 
well as how to look at many of life’s obstacles from different perspectives.

	 According to Arma, including battle pedagogy in science class helped shape 
his view for the future and opened some avenues he did not know were possible. 
Arma found the experiment to be very successful and was able to gain life lessons 
and experiences.
	 Bilal expressed his experience in his reflection as well. By using battle 
pedagogy, Bilal was able to learn that he was “an effective presenter of information 
and can engage people in material. I learned that everyone is different and should 
access and learn material in different ways.” Bilal also expressed that battle 
pedagogy in the science setting “exposed me to more science being applied to the 
world. The class was a change of pace to other science classes I’ve taken.” 
	 Dally also stated that he had a more personal connection on the topic he wrote 
about. Many students viewed battling against each other as a competition, but 
Eaton expressed that she did not view this method of teaching as a competition; 
instead, she viewed it as a way to support her classmates: “I never have the 
mentality that I’m competing against someone. Instead I went in ready to support 
my classmate.” Hora shared: 

I really enjoyed presenting the song to the class. My partner and I did a mix of 
“YMCA” by the Village People and “I’ll Make a Man Out of You” from Mulan, 
and it was so much fun! We wanted to do something kind of funny and something 
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to take people’s minds off stressful day to day activities and obligations. I think 
we did just that, complete with themed costumes and a fight scene. I also loved 
how everyone was so supportive which is not always common in the sciences. I 
thought incorporating the arts in a biology class was a creative way to remember 
key points in the material. I do not think it was very helpful for detailed 
explanations of the information, but getting the gist of the material was met 
through creativity. 

I felt the incorporation of business and research into the class was helpful 
because it is not something we usually get to think about in our everyday classes. 
I think scientist need to be aware of the possibilities of starting businesses and 
also how to express their ideas and research in an effective way. I think that the 
connections and networking we had in the class was very valuable. In the first 
week, when Prof. Parker said we would be getting to know each other, I was a bit 
skeptical, but I think we all bonded as a class. I learned that I don’t have to be so 
serious all the time with science and that I can just sit back and enjoy the process. 
I think this class helped me to connect to others better, to collaborate on group 
projects, and to think outside of the box. I enjoyed this class!

	 Hora appreciated the different learning techniques I introduced into the 
course, including the song creation process, networking, and ways to enjoy 
science. Meoclock described her encounter with incorporating the arts in 
a biology class as being a great idea. “Music has great benefits in improving 
memory skills, connecting different components into a bigger picture, and can 
enhance communication skills. Even though music and science are separate fields. 
“It was great to see how collaborative the science community is.” Meoclock was 
able to experience the interrelation and interconnection of music and science. 
Using the arts to problematize science gave a fresh, new perspective on Meoclock 
educational experience. Additionally, Meoclock was able to gain better access 
communication. This teaching style helped Meoclock gain insight into who she 
really was a good team player. Her leadership skills had increased, and she was 
open-minded and considered everyone’s perspectives and opinions. Meoclock 
was now aware of the importance of hearing other people’s perspectives, which is 
valuable for expanding knowledge and enhancing the creation of innovative ideas.
	 The creation of innovative ideas is important when developing cures for 
ailments. Bacteria and viruses can mutate altering how they affect humans and 
other living creatures. If contagious diseases are not stopped early, it can cause 
many to get ill like the Corona Virus is doing. The Corona Virus is a contagious 
disease that is mutating in carriers across the world (Petrone & Grubaugh, 2020). 
Approaching a deadly mutating disease will take knowledge and creativity.
	 The word I found most often in the students’ reflections was the word 
creativity. Many students found the process of writing a rap to be challenging 
especially since it had to relate to science, and many had not encountered a 
learning tool like this. One of my goals was to allow students to have fun coming 
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up with coming with new ways of thinking about a problem. With the Corona 
Virus currently wreaking havoc in the U.S. and the world, it will take creativity, 
knowledge and collaboration to stop the spread of the virus. Creativity, knowledge 
and collaboration and knowledge are some of the things battle pedagogy teaches 
students are important for growth and survival. Not only in group projects, or 
class, but the world, and its problems. This teaching style required students to step 
out of their comfort zone and explore different avenues of creativity, Cassaberry 
expressed her experience of creating a battle rap for the first time:

The process of writing science music was actually very fun. I thought that it was 
a creative way to learn the material. It got a little tricky when I had to make the 
lyrics match the rhythm and syllable structure of the original music in order to 
flow nicely. Rhyming science words like “amylase” and “digestion” was a lot 
easier than I thought. I liked having to think critically about rhyme schemes and 
how to ensure that the science lyrics would match the syllable sequence/rhythm 
provided by the original song lyrics. 

According to Cassaberry, presenting her music gave her the ability to express 
herself better in science courses and allowed her brain to process the material in 
a fun and creative way. Cassaberry also stated that “I might not create a song for 
everybody system or science topic I encounter, I think I’ve learned that creating 
tiny musical rhythms could help me study. I often find that I can remember song 
lyrics very quickly, so I could probably benefit from adding a musical component 
to my studying tricks.” 
	 Cassaberry feels music can help her recall info, whereas Dally wants to learn 
enough about each science topic, to put the material into a song. For Dally “writing 
songs really required you to know the overall topic thoroughly before starting to 
write, unlike writing a paper where you can reference a book or power point.” The 
process of creating a song was easy for Dally, he mentioned the writing process 
was very different from anything he was accustomed to, but felt it wasn’t that 
difficult. For some students incorporating battle pedagogy into the classroom has 
proven to be very challenging. 
	 Some students found it challenging to condense scientific topics into a rap. 
Raps are usually three minutes (Aarström, 2008), but some science topics take 
longer than that to explain. For example, Koran expressed that creating a rap 
required rewording explanations in a way that fit into music. For most students, the 
process of creating the rap was difficult because of finding words that could rhyme 
with science terms. Eaton stated in her reflection that it was “tough. Finding words 
that rhyme is one hell of a thinking process. You basically have to pick your own 
brain and run through a mental dictionary.” Battle pedagogy requires students to 
think critically and examine their knowledge, in order to consider what they may 
need to complete a task. 
	 Other students found creating battle pedagogy to be much more difficult than 
expected. For others like Student Quince, having a partner to work with helped 
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in order to bounce ideas off each other and suggest new ideas, ultimately making 
the final result better. Quince also explained that the process was time-consuming, 
and he had to make sure there were enough syllables in each line to match the 
beat of the music. Overall, Quince found the process of participating in battle 
pedagogy fun and exciting because he had never done it before. 
	 Dally also found the assignment fun. He wanted to add a fun element to his 
song because the team he was versing with also had the same music theme. “It 
was enjoyable to see how they took the same music and adapted it to their own 
tempo and style and also for a completely different topic,” Dally stated. France 
also found the process of writing science music difficult but extremely enjoyable. 
France and her partner divided the original Fresh Prince of Bel Air lyrics in half 
and went through the original lyrics and syllables of each line. Then, they started 
piecing together the different types of information about the digestive system. 
“The most difficult part was making the ends of the first two lines of a verse rhyme 
and the second two lines of a verse rhyme while having each sentence make sense 
and flow well.” Student F found the writing process to be interesting and unique, 
despite the difficulty in crafting the song.
	 By contrast, Eaton and Grogl found the writing process very nerve-wracking. 
For Eaton, performing the rap she wrote in front of her classmates made her 
nervous. She explained that for University commencement, she sang with the 
University Choir both The National Anthem and the schools Alma Mater in front 
of a few thousand people, but she was not nervous and could soak in the moment. 
However, performing a song she wrote for class made her pretty nervous but 
before she knew it, the song was over, and she enjoyed the performance. Grogl 
explained that the thought of her performing in front of her classmates was 
nerve-wracking as well. It took her a few minutes to adjust to being in front of an 
audience. Writing music was new to Grogl and she found the assignment hard to 
accomplish because the song had to be about science. Perhaps most difficult for 
her was trying to cover all the material and ensuring the song had a good flow.

Student Art Project and Reflections

	 Science can be viewed as an intimidating subject due to the amount of 
information that must be memorized, the complexity of the material and 
its tediousness (Appleton, 1995). The subject requires remembering much 
information. Some students appreciate when they can garner content information 
along with enhancing other skills that can benefit them in life. Students who chose 
to incorporate art into their learning experience displayed their work in front of 
both Cell Biology classes. They invited friends and family to the gathering. Pizza, 
cookies, and beverages were provided. All the students displayed their art on a table 
for others to see and could hear others’ feedback about their work. Creating art 
related to science helped enhance skills that may help them in their future careers. 
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	 Nore and Opal learned about the process of teamwork and how to relay 
information about science to others in a new way. They created a comic book 
discussing the main properties of the immune system. A page from the comic 
book is depicted below (see Figure 1). They took the flu virus and discussed how 
both the innate and adaptive immune systems of the body work together to get rid 
of a virus. The flu is very common, yet many may not know the exact process of 
how the body attempts to get rid of it. Understanding the process of the immune 
system is very complicated, but Nore explained that he had a better understanding 
of the roles of each element the immune system has in the body. 
	 Nore also stated that students should not limit themselves to only textbooks: 
“Learning can be done through many other means including music, and even 
comic books. There is no correct way of learning: it should not be confined to 
just books. This was a creative and enjoyable way to deliver and teach about an 
important part of the human body and I enjoyed doing this project.” Nore went on 
to share:

I really enjoyed the event and feel that I took a valuable experience along with 
me. In the event alone, I discovered many talents that I didn’t know people had. I 
even discovered new things about those I was friends with. As for myself, I have 
always enjoyed doing art and digital media. Being able to use this passion in a 
college Biology class was great. I saw some amazing artwork and was impressed 
by all the creativity it showed. Personally, I am happy with how our project turned 

Figure 1
Comic Book
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out and I appreciated the fact that others also liked our comic. I also enjoyed 
doing the research presentations. Usually, presentations in a Bio class focuses 
mainly on a specific chapter of Biology. However, we were able to pick a real-
life scenario and present our findings on that. I believe that taught us not only 
how to analyze the real world in a scientific lens, but also helped improve our 
presentation skills. What I think was most beneficial was having the time in class 
to discuss our research as we went about completing it. Having opinions from 
others was very beneficial. I believe I have definitely improved not only in the 
process of research itself, but also developed some key presentation skills. This 
class has definitely helped me in preparing for the future.

	 Opal shared sentiments similar to Nore’s thoughts. Opal felt that getting 
sick is a large part of everyone’s life, but not many people actually know how 
their immune system works to fight off viruses or infections. Opal expressed his 
enjoyment in learning about the immune system and the immunological response 
to bacteria, viruses, and infections. 
	 At the beginning of the course, Opal set a goal to learn more about the 
immune system and gain more in-depth understanding of how humans can fight 
off pathogens through their complex systems. He understood that the immune 
system is a difficult concept to comprehend and wanted to provide a fun method 
that allowed him to take his knowledge of the immune system and explain it in a 
fun way through art. Opal’s interest in the immune system process came from his 
experience in middle school where he remembered his teacher showing:

clips from a movie about how each of the cells work, and it made me enjoy 
learning about the topic much more than I normally would have. This led me 
to want to create something similar, but with my own twist and interpretation 
of the sequence of events that would take place in the immune system, if our 
immune cells were characters. I feel that many children could have more interest 
in science if they were to see how it can be pleasurable and creative, and comic 
books are one way that people can use science in a more artistic manner. I have 
always enjoyed doing art projects and wanted to try use technology to create an 
art project that could be colorful, interesting, and educational at the same time. 
I think it is very important to gain an understanding of something that is a large 
part of our lives, and a comic book is an easy and fun way to learn something new.

Lincoln’s work is depicted in Figure 2. He chose to create an art piece for the 
project by depicting the Potassium-Sodium Pump through pictures. He explained 
his art piece in detail: 

The letter N and the letter K represent sodium and potassium respectively in 
the picture. The six bagua is the pump. Other shapes represent other biological 
materials in the cells. The idea behind this drawing comes from the classic 
symbol of bagua in Chinese culture. The figure represents a perfect balance. I 
combine this idea with the dynamic equilibrium concentration between the inner 
cell and outer cell to show the importance of maintaining a relative balance on 
the cell biological level in human bodies.
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	 Lincoln continued to explain the reason behind his idea of combining art 
with science. He had become frustrated by not being an individual who excels at 
creating something unique. “It was difficult deciding what to do and how to start 
the project.” He wanted to do something easy and thought this portrayal of science 
seemed like a good way to show off his years of painting and sketching. While 
trying to complete the project, Lincoln discovered that he lacked imagination 
and creativity to compose a unique work of his own. This project allowed him 
to discover his shortcomings within his thought process, and now he wants to 
understand more ways to develop his creative side. A valuable lesson he learned 
was to work consistently on new projects, as an old “process might appear dull and 
repeated…we should always work on something we are genuinely interested in.”

Battle Rap Performance (Fall)

	 The Fall semester Cell Biology students came together to present their battle 
raps and artwork to about 100 individuals. Friends of the students and faculty 
members came to observe the festivities. Figure 3 presents a flyer created to 
advertise the event. 
	 The students seemed happy and surprised that this type of event was occurring. 
Some students dressed up, invited their friends, and surprised themselves with 
how well they performed. The audience cheered as they watched the performances 
and examined the students’ artwork. By the end of the night, I gathered the Cell 
Biology students together and recorded their responses on how they felt about 
performing in front of others. Some students screamed out “intimidated” and “rap 
is harder than it looks.” Santa exclaimed: 

Figure 2
Lincoln’s Artwork
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This is good because most teachers don’t encourage talking in class, or 
discussions in groups, it’s like, mostly lectures, so this was an interesting take 
and I think it made us come out of our shell and feel more comfortable in front 
of an audience, so I really appreciate that.

Hora added: 

Everyone was supportive of each other, which I thought was really important 
because even though we were doing something that was out of our comfort zone 
or maybe even a little silly people were still there supporting you. Sometimes in 
the scientific community that’s not really a thing.

	 Umi chimed in and said, “I loved seeing everyone’s creativity, it was kinda 
cool, we were given the assignment of music and art everyone just came up 
with something really original and different, so that was very nice.” Following 
that statement, Vance added: “I liked it, I thought it was a nice to add a music 
component because creatively we don’t get to express it much in the science 
courses.” The student also added, “Everyone was very supportive, and it was great 
for everyone to engage in something and be supportive at the same time.” 
	 Next, I asked the art individuals how they felt about presenting their work. 
Tally shared: “It was a little stressful because mine took a while, but it was nice 

Figure 3
Flyer for Battle Rap
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because it was different from what we typically do as biology majors.” Warton 
shared, “I really liked the art component of this. Like everyone else said, it is 
really different from other science courses. I want to be a dentist so that kind of 
combines art and science, so it was awesome to actually combine the two.” 
Based on the students’ responses, they appreciated the different elements this 
course allowed them to tap into. They liked seeing others’ creativity, interacting 
with others, and receiving support from others. I learned a lot working with the 
Fall Semester students and tried to carry that experience over into the Spring 
Semester.

Battle Rap Performances (Spring)

	 During the Spring semester, Anatomy and Physiology students performed 
battle raps in their classrooms during class time. All the students did extremely 
well and appeared to enjoy their time in front of others despite being nervous. Their 
faces showed confidence, as if saying: If I can get through this performance, I can 
get through anything. They may have felt this way given the unique nature battle 
pedagogy which allowed them to incorporate who they truly are into something 
they loved—an experience both scary and exciting at the same time. The school 
newspaper learned I was putting on another performance with my students and 
attended one of them. The news writer wrote about the event which took place in 
the Anatomy class, discussing the positive emotions in the air from both students 
and faculty. When she asked Student L about incorporating battle rap into the 
class, he replied: “It was nerve-wracking but worthwhile. Making a song that 
made sense made us actually focus on something and figure out what systems and 
parts connect.” 
	 The news writer also asked Xavier what she thought: “Never before have 
I had a music component for a college course, let alone a science class, so it 
was unique and refreshing.” These students felt revitalized and more focused on 
science after utilizing battle pedagogy in the classroom. Although many students in 
the Anatomy class enjoyed the process, one student became ill during the semester 
and left the course. Thus, I had to fill in for the student’s battle rap portion and 
actually come up with a rhyme. I partnered with one of my students and I can 
say the entire process was not easy. Coming up with rhymes about science was 
frustrating because I know I can exemplify sharp creativity if I am tested the right 
way but being asked to rhyme was so novel and not as easy as I anticipated. It was 
nice working with my student because I had not interacted with her much in class, 
so the time we spent coming up with the rhyme allowed me to build a bond with 
her that I may not have done without working on this project together.
	 Regarding the Physiology course, I asked students during a group interview 
how they about incorporating battle pedagogy into the class and Yoli replied: 

I liked it, I studied through the Power Points, I’m a visual learner, so doing a song 
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for me doesn’t help me study the material as much, it makes me understand it, 
it’s kind of like different way to think about the material, but when it comes to 
an exam, that wouldn’t work for me, but, I think it is something that is creative 
and makes you kind of think outside the box regarding science and stuff. I’m 
competitive so I liked doing it. I liked working with partners which is not 
something I have not done before.

	 I loved the level of detail Yoli put into this answering this question. For 
her to be able to distinguish between what can help her learn the material and 
conceptualize the material differently was interesting to hear. She felt battle 
pedagogy was great for her once she mastered the material and liked incorporating 
others during the learning process as well. Based on the responses from all four 
classes, battle pedagogy can be a unique way to encourage interactions among 
students, give them a space to compete against one another, and allow them to 
conceptualize science material differently. After understanding how my students 
felt about incorporating battle pedagogy, I wanted to understand why they chose 
to be science majors in the first place.

Reasons Why Students Chose to Be Science Majors

	 Students offered numerous reasons for choosing a science major. One was 
because of their interest in pursuing a career in the medical field or to keep the 
tradition in the family. For example, Student E discussed in her reflections that her 
passion for science came from her grandmother: “My grandmother was a nurse 
and a major source of inspiration and the reason I want to be in the medical field. 
Her stories about how she became a nurse, and things that happened on the job 
were sometimes frightening but also endearing because of how many people she 
was able to help.” Eaton’s passion for science came from her need to help others 
and she was inspired by her grandmother’s stories.
	 France also explained that she chose science as her major because she valued 
the medical field and has a passion for caring and helping others. She expressed 
that she was undecided about her major, but when she started attending pre-
health events on campus and working on this science battle pedagogy project, she 
decided nursing was the right path. Science in general is “incredibly fascinating 
because it’s always advancing and improving in order to find the most effective 
way to treat individuals,” according to France. 
	 These students chose to major in science because of family encouragement, 
the experience of this course, or their own passion for the medical field. In 
addition, although students had options for their future majors, they did not always 
have choices in how they would be tested on that major’s material. 
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Take a Test, Write a 10-Page Paper, or Perform a Song

	 I gave student these choices, and of the 29 replies, 30% preferred taking tests, 
10% wanted to write papers, and 60% chose incorporating the battle pedagogy 
method into the science class. For many students, the answer was clear and 
simple. Many preferred creating an art piece over taking exams. Although the idea 
of using arts/music in the science setting is fairly new, this concept has proven 
effective, and many students prefer this as a teaching style. Student C expressed 
how her participation in using music in her science class was unforgettable:

I would prefer making a musical rhyme. I can honestly say that I don’t think I’ll 
forget the time that I “rapped” (correction: poorly rapped) about the digestive 
system to the Fresh Prince of Bel-Air Theme Song with an equally hilarious 
partner. My family and friends who have seen video footage of my performance 
definitely will never let me live it down. It was a fun process and fun time. Much 
less stressful and time consuming than having to write a boring ten-page paper 
or take an exam.

	 Eaton expressed the same opinion as Cassaberry: “I rather create a musical 
rhyme than to take a test. I enjoyed my own work, and especially loved what 
my classmates presented. It kept my interest the entire time. Papers and tests are 
boring and mind numbing. You’re not activating the creative part of your brain.” 
	 Many students shared the same opinion along with Cassaberry and Eaton. 
France indicated that musical rhyme was better than taking a test and writing a 
paper because he could combine science into the arts while learning much about 
the digestive system. According to France, “If more assignments like the art 
project is given to students, there would be an increase in passion for school and 
students will be willing to pursue a career in the sciences, which is believed to be 
one of the hardest majors.” Iggy also preferred to write music about science than 
to take a test. He stated that he enjoyed writing music because it was different: 
“Every science course I’ve taken focuses on the memorization and regurgitation 
of facts; I appreciate the change in format.” 
	 Warton actually preferred either taking a test or making song: 

I think I would prefer either tests or making a musical rhyme, I like taking tests 
because they allow me to see how well I learned and retained specific material, 
and therefore tells me how much harder I need to work to be the student and 
future employee that I want to be, but I would also like to create a musical rhyme 
because it allows me to tap into my creative side that lies dormant in the science 
classroom and takes some of the stress and intermittent “boringness” away from 
the subject.

	 This student appreciated being examined, but also enjoyed creating a rhyme 
that allowed her the opportunity to build on her knowledge in a less stressful way. 
While many students preferred the change in the teaching method of science, a 
few actually preferred taking exams or writing papers rather than making a song. 
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Grogl communicated this as she found it extremely hard to write a paper because 
of her difficulty to self-express: “I know what I want to say, but I cannot find the 
words to get the point across. With tests, it is a lot easier to study material and 
then arrive at one concrete answer and put that down on the paper. I also do not 
consider myself to be creative so writing songs/rhymes is really hard for me.”
	 Although Grogl opted for taking a test over writing a paper, Student K and 
Student D chose writing a 10-page paper. In Koran’s opinion: 

Writing an essay is a way to determine somebody’s true understanding of 
concepts. Taking a test would be preferable to making a musical rhyme, but tests 
often make the mistake of evaluating somebody’s ability to briefly remember 
and regurgitate facts. A paper requires research, understanding of a concept, 
and translating your findings into your own words; this seems like the most 
sustainable method of learning, because it prompts you to write about the 
material in a way that makes sense to you. Musical rhyme tests your ability to 
simplify concepts and demands creativity, but ultimately gives no indication that 
anybody understands what they’re singing about.

	 While Koran preferred writing a paper, he felt tests and musical rhymes 
each carried a specific importance to the learning process which should not be 
overlooked. He also shared that he did not believe students could gain a better 
understanding of the material from writing a musical rhyme. Dally, who also 
preferred the 10-page paper or an exam, disagreed with Koran to some extent by 
saying: “Musical rhyme was very helpful in learning the material and I enjoyed the 
experience.” Dally felt he learned the material and appreciated the process. One 
reason he preferred papers or exams was he did not believe in his imagination: 
“Ultimately I feel like I would be more confident in my abilities to prepare for 
a paper or an exam than to write music. Personally, I just don’t trust my own 
musical ability or creativity.” His preference is tied into his lack of confidence 
about stepping out of his comfort zone and experiencing something new. 
	 Eaton, on the other hand, preferred taking a test but revealed that the art 
project helped him realize how science can be super fun and less serious than 
people take it to be. “I think it would also be cool to turn my future work into 
songs so I can memorize it better.”
	 Shortly after the Spring semester ended, I received an email from a facility 
where Xavier volunteered. Xavier showed the news article that had been written 
about our battle rap performance and featured her picture and quote to her 
supervisors. She volunteered at an after school learning center for adolescents. This 
facility believed the battle pedagogy concept could help them retain students and 
involve them more in the STEM field. I look forward to exploring these measures 
and others. The note, slightly edited, appears in Figure 4. Below are two email 
responses to the battle raps held during the Spring and Fall semester I discuss the 
Spring email first and then the email I received from a faculty member in the Fall. 
	 A professor sent me an email sharing his thoughts about the battle pedagogy 
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event he observed in the Fall semester. He appreciated the turnout and, during 
member checking, shared, “It is a beautiful thing to watch your students come 
alive as they find poetic and musical lenses to view their own research.” He also 
clarified what he meant when he mentioned that battle pedagogy allows science 
students to break stereotypes (see Figure 5). In short, he shared, “Science students 
are typically stigmatized as nerds and to see their emotional resonance with the 
subject was unique.”
	 Another professor sent me an email sharing his thoughts about the battle 
pedagogy event he observed in the Fall semester. He appreciated the turnout and, 
during member checking, shared, “It is a beautiful thing to watch your students 
come alive as they find poetic and musical lenses to view their own research.” 
He also clarified what he meant when he mentioned that battle pedagogy allows 
science students to break stereotypes (see Figure 5). In short, he shared, “Science 
students are typically stigmatized as nerds and to see their emotional resonance 
with the subject was unique.”

Figure 4
Email Response to a Performance
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Discussion

	 I conducted a qualitative research study to answer three research questions 
on the idea of incorporating battle rap into the science classroom. The research 
findings from the experiment conducted in Cell Biology, Anatomy and Physiology 
post-secondary courses analyzing 24 students suggested that implementing battle 
pedagogy as a learning tool allows students to increase their ability to memorize 
material from these courses, an improvement in their ability to be creative and the 
opportunity to develop better communication skills. In addition, battle rap can be 
used instead of or as a complement to traditional lectures and can be a form of 
active learning.
 	 One of my goals with this research was to improve communication. I wanted 
them to learn how to move a crowd without a gun. To show them people can be 
moved with words, and interactions do not have to end in violence. If more students 
were able to use battle pedagogy to practice communicating with one another in 
the class, students may learn how to communicate better with their classmates. 
Hopefully this increase in communication in school, leads to more efficient ways 
to communicate with others outside of school. Battle pedagogy derives from 
two individuals participating in a debate, except they are rhyming to each other. 
Debate programs have been found to improve students’ communication, soft 

Figure 5
Professor’s Reaction to Performance
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skills, and thinking about complex issues (Chikeleze, Johnson, & Gibson 2018). 
Because of the similarity between battle pedagogy and debate, students will not 
only gain communication skills but also have a venue to express their joy and pain 
in ways that resonate with their culture. As a result, we may begin to have a society 
that does not resort to physical or verbal violence when misunderstandings arise. 
Violence among youth and adults is unfortunately increasing (Heller, 2014). If 
we can teach individuals new ways to communicate their problems, we can see a 
possible decrease in violence as they de-escalate the problems and elevate their 
dialogues. Battle pedagogy can not only reduce violence but also save lives. 
	 In fact, many of my students will go on to be medical doctors, earn 
PhDs, or have other careers in the health field. These professions require good 
communication skills (Riemer, 2007). Medical doctors have a duty to understand 
their patients’ symptoms to avoid misdiagnosis (Salmon, Peters, & Stanley, 1999). 
One with a doctorate should properly relay research findings to the world or else 
risk misinforming the world. In some jobs, individuals have little interaction, 
and any miscommunication can cause harm to individuals (Abbas, Raja, Darr 
& Bouckenooghe, 2014). If we begin to educate students in new modes of 
communication, they can effectively communicate their thoughts to their patients, 
other researchers, and even their future students.
	 As I look back over this work, I recognize that when my students crafted 
their first battle pedagogy assignment, they did not write rhymes, they wrote 
prescriptions—prescriptions to heal themselves, prescriptions to heal a broken 
education system that leaves people in debt and, in some cases, worse off than 
when they first started (Wade,1998). This study supports the idea of using a new 
concept in science education, battle pedagogy. It has the potential to increase 
engagement in STEM courses, which may encourage students to remain in STEM, 
or join it in the first place if they enjoyed their experience within STEM. Given 
the deficit in STEM majors (Heilbronner, 2011), we must be creative in attracting 
more individuals to the field and making sure that how educate not only improves 
content knowledge but also interactions with others about that knowledge. It is my 
firm belief that battle pedagogy should be incorporated into the education system 
at every level. 
	 Composing and delivering effective methods of engagement involve first 
understanding the purpose of what students should be learning. Next, engaging 
with the students in a they may be able to relate which is essentially a culturally 
relevant manner. Finally, allowing the students to incorporate and interpret their 
feelings along with the material they are learning. These were the methods used 
within the course, and the students enjoyed learning in this manner. Suggesting 
this is an effective method of engaging with students.
	 Battle rap allows students the opportunity to express themselves without 
being judged. It allows the students to share personal information with both 
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the teacher and their peers which they feel should be given to their audience. 
When students take on the role of the battle rapper and essentially become the 
teacher, this process allows other students to hear how their peers interpret science 
content. Understanding how a peer analyzes a topic can be helpful (Goldschmid & 
Goldschmid, 1976), as some professors may not be able to relate to some students 
due to differences in age and culture.			 
	 Student reflections, answers to questions, battle raps, and interviews were 
displayed in the previous section. The information revealed the impact of 
incorporating battle pedagogy in a post-secondary student’s learning experience 
within a classroom. The students’ information was randomly selected, and each 
was analyzed for common themes. Much of the students’ music, and reflections 
discussed love. Whether the love was through their passion for completing school, 
issues interacting with one another based on love, or the love of their family. 
Many students talked about their family as a motivation for pursuing a science 
career or called science their passion. Many noted that their previous learning 
experiences contributed to their view of science. Other students expressed that the 
battle pedagogy technique boosted their engagement with science or actually felt 
therapeutic. Some students explained that incorporating music into a science class 
opened avenues for new hobbies, enhanced their talents, allowed them to embrace 
their culture, promoted creativity, and increased their motivation to study science. 
For most students, this was also a novel way to interact with their peers, boost 
their confidence, learn better research methods, change old studying methods, 
experience a form of therapy, and build networking abilities.
	 One interesting finding from this study was that the students with the highest 
grades in my course seemed to create the best songs. To ensure that I did not bias 
the results, I allowed others to judge the battle. The judges were not aware of the 
students grades prior to choosing the three individuals who had the highest marks 
in the class. I originally was not thinking about a correlation between winning the 
competition and grades. In hindsight, I believed this project would have captured 
students who were not doing well academically so they could excel on the music 
side of the grading, but that was not the case. What contributed to my thought 
process was watching different television shows and reading blogs that discussed 
a correlation between dropping out of school, failing grades and fame in the music 
industry (BET, 2015). These media sources subconsciously made me believe 
finding someone with good musical ability and higher than normal grades were 
rare. According to my study, I have now learned quite the opposite. The smartest 
person in the class, can also be a great rapper or musician. Being a good student 
does not guarantee someone will be a good rapper, hopefully future musicians 
realize that doing poorly in school and being a great musician are not always 
synonymous. Passion for a course can simply be passion for a course, and some 
students exert more effort on certain tasks than others do. 
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	 Most important was that students had an opportunity to practice seeing how 
others communicated and shared their ideas in an engaging way. According to their 
reflections, they had fun, made friends, and learned new ways to recall science 
information and practice their communication skills. The students felt this project 
was therapeutic; initially, they felt awkward during the process but developed a 
sense of accomplishment once they had performed. Family and friends showered 
them with love upon hearing their creations. Allowing them to see that an activity 
that starts off as difficult will not always stay that way can be one of their most 
valuable experiences in school.

Conclusion

	 I envision universities and colleges across the United States, and even the 
world, coming together and competing in a musical format based on science. I want 
this musical portion of science to reach a level where students are recruited from 
high school and receive scholarships to represent universities in battle pedagogy 
competitions. I look forward to this genre being recognized by the NCAA and, at 
some point, even televised, just as Spelling Bees are (Eran, 2008). I want this new 
wave of thinking to open the door for encouraging spectators not only at these 
academic events but also daily in classrooms.
	 During some tests, students should be allowed to have their friends and parents 
in the stands to cheer them on. Spectators should not only be allowed for moral 
support during sporting events; encouragement could also be used during written 
assignments, multiple-choice tests, and even class presentations. Encouragement 
from others should be possible for all, not just those participating in physical 
activities on school grounds. For example, pets should be allowed, signs should be 
displayed, soothing music can be played as snacks and beverages are distributed 
during certain exams. These scenarios can reduce students’ anxiety and make them 
feel at ease. Although some individuals may consider these distractions, others 
cannot imagine participating in certain activities without such supports. Exposing 
students to new ways of learning can help them understand new environments that 
may be optimal for receiving information.
	 Battle pedagogy incorporates a constructivist way of learning, currently 
pioneered by intellectual warriors. Devlin (2013) brilliantly broke down the 
difference between typical forms of education and a constructivist’s approach 
to learning based on an article written by Wisniewiski (Devlin, Feldhaus, & 
Bentrem, 2013). Wisniewski (2010) observed two major paradigms in today’s 
schools: behaviorist and constructivist. Advocates for the behaviorist paradigm 
believe that the purpose of educators is to transfer knowledge to another in the 
form of direct instruction and memorization, and then to judge effectiveness 
with a traditional assessment. Efficiency is key and the transfer of knowledge 
is time-sensitive and normally done through lectures. In contrast, advocates of 
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the constructivist paradigm believe in a very different approach. Constructivists 
believe that knowledge is built on existing knowledge. They also believe in 
demonstrating real-world connections to increase engagement and authenticity. 
The core belief of this form of education is that students play an active role in 
constructing new knowledge. The learning is student-centered, and the teacher 
assumes the role of facilitator.
	 The students in my courses used the knowledge they garnered over the courses 
as well as their own lives and came up with rhymes that allowed them to become 
closer to the material and recall it better. Dr. Halsey, a professor within the STEAM 
field, supported a constructivist approach to learning, stating that the importance of 
concepts can help students understand vocabulary terms better (Dulberry, 2015):

It’s more important that students understand the concepts before they understand 
the specific science terms and vocabulary. I think [traditionally taught] vocabulary 
kinda trips people up and most people say that is typically the first thing you 
learn when you’re learning something new is the vocabulary. But, if students 
[are trying to] use words that have [root] words and prefixes they haven’t even 
heard of, and they dont do well doing it, they’re definitely not gonna wanna find 
out what [those words] mean and how they apply. So in the classroom I would 
certainly suggest that teachers reinforce the concepts; what’s really happening, 
why are we doing this, and why are we doing it in this manner? What’s the 
purpose? (p. 102)

	 Understanding concepts can assist in student learning (Pang & Marton, 
2005). What can also assist students in learning is having teachers, who are 
not afraid to try new ways of teaching, but also students who are not afraid to 
try new ways of learning (Peacock & Ho, 2003). Learning should not only be 
placed on the shoulders of teachers, but students must put effort into acquiring 
the information their teachers present. If a teacher’s approach does not work for 
a student, perhaps the student can try new ways of absorbing the information 
being conveyed. Incorporating unorthodox techniques is not always positively 
received by others, nor can everyone handle criticism when trying something 
new. However, some individuals push forward and break down barriers. Those 
individuals are intellectual warriors.
	 The students in these courses exhibited characteristics of intellectual warriors 
when they willingly participated in incorporating elements of hip-hop and battle 
rap into their biology courses. While many individuals view science students as 
nerds, allowing them to have a voice outside of the classroom may encourage others 
to participate in the sciences and help retain students in the field. Individuals who 
participate in spaces outside of confining spaces open themselves to ridicule and 
possible expulsion from their group. Scientists do not typically engage in aspects 
of hip-hop and battle rap but given that many students have expressed a disinterest 
in typical lectures (Lehner, 2007), students who are intellectual warriors do not 
hesitate to try something new if it can help with learning engagement.
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	 Feeling supported, engaged, and happy should be at the forefront of the minds 
of those who run any schools—elementary, secondary, or post-secondary. This 
study indicated how battle pedagogy is a viable tool that allowed students more 
comfort in a class, new ways to learn, and successful engagement in the sciences. 
It also indicated how other organizations can use this tool to support student 
engagement and retention in STEM. As important as these factors are, we must 
also protect the students who participate within these spaces.
	 After conducting this work, I realized the importance of students having 
guidelines on appropriate language during a battle rap on campus. Areas like 
ethnicity, race and religion are allowed in typical battle raps (Mavima, 2015), 
however students should have the option to participate in a battle with restrictions 
on speech, or an option where they understand anything can be discussed. Some 
students may not mind a verbal attack on some areas about themselves but may be 
bothered by attacks on others. All restrictions during a battle should be discussed 
before a battle begins, so all parties are clear on what is, and is not acceptable to 
ensure an enjoyable experience for everyone involved.

Limitations of the Study

	 This was the first study incorporating battle pedagogy in a science classroom. 
This in itself was a limitation in my ability to find secondary research on the topic. 
Indeed, my own enthusiasm may have caused me to have a favorable view of the 
use of battle rap. Limitations of the study itself include several factors.
	 While students attended college in the Bronx, they would not be classified 
as “urban,” either racially or socio-economically. This by no means indicates that 
urban-ness or socio-economic deprivation is a constitution of urban-ness. There 
were also very few males in the course, although the science industry is mostly 
composed of males. This study was not representative of the gender that tends to 
occupy the industry, nor was it representative of the full demographic of American 
college students. However, it does lend itself to existing research on the increasing 
numbers of women entering STEM courses and women who are pursuing STEM 
careers (Zeldind, Britner & Pajares, 2007). This study should only be considered 
valid for this environment. 
	 Not all of the battle rappers were vocal during the recording of their interviews 
but were more talkative off camera. This limited the amount of verbatim insight 
I could have gained from the battle rappers. However, through my extensive 
personal interactions with the battle rappers, which some were captured through 
audio recordings, significant insight into their thought process was obtained.
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The Self-Reflexive Religious Subject:
A Habermas Analysis of German

Islamic Religion Textbooks

Abstract

This study analyzes the extent to which religious subjects in the texts of Islamic 
religion textbooks taught in German schools at the primary and secondary levels 
internalize and employ the attitude of self-reflexivity as a manifestation of modern 
consciousness in relation to the problems they are facing. We used Habermas’ phil-
osophical framework in textual analyses to determine the self-reflexive attitude and 
analyzed whether the religious subject internalizes the attitude of self-reflexivity as 
an indicator of gaining modern consciousness by overcoming cognitive dissonanc-
es, which, according to Habermas, requires an epistemic break from conventional 
society and ways of thinking. Our study revealed that religious subjects exhibit 
a limited and conditional attitude of self-reflexivity within the framework of the 
selected texts. The dogmatic character of the Islamic faith, functioning as a bound-
ary, and the belief that a solution to the dispute can be found by showing loyalty to 
a sacred source as a conventional resolution authority, limit being a self-reflexive 
subject at some points as a condition and thus prevent religious consciousness 
from modernizing and undergoing an epistemic/cognitive transformation.

Key Words: Habermas, Reflection, Reflexivity, Self-reflexive Religious Subject, 
Reason, Secular, Post-secular, Islamic Religion Textbooks

Introduction and Problem

	 With modernization, individuals entered the activity of understanding and 
transforming themselves within the framework of their problems. In this process, 
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we have witnessed individuals, while trying to get to know themselves with their 
critical personalities based on reason, going beyond their own limited universes, 
and thinking in ways that break the power of tradition, in other words, developing 
a self-reflexive attitude. The subject who does this has turned all kinds of beliefs, 
thoughts, and approaches into objects of examination and has begun to look at 
themselves from the outside, from a wider universe.
	 However, for the religious subject living under secular social conditions, 
self-reflexivity is a big question mark in practical terms: How can the religious 
subject be self-reflexive? Although self-reflexivity as a skill (Fancourt, 2010; 
Kimberley, 2021; Fortuin and Koppen, 2016) or attitude (Wint, 2011; Davidson 
and Stedman, 2018) has been addressed and analyzed in practical contexts in var-
ious fields of social sciences in recent years, there is very little noteworthy work 
on the subject in the field of religion (e.g., D’Andrea, 2018).
	 But new developments in modern conditions (e.g., migration to Western me-
tropolises, integration, tensions in secular life, etc.) that require the self-reflexivity 
of the religious subject highlight religious reflexivity as a problem, “a continuous 
mode of human action required by the encounter with new situations” (Martí, 
2015, p. 10). However, to what extent and how religion or the religious subject 
takes or should take a self-reflexive attitude in secular conditions is an important 
problem. On the other hand, how the process of the religious person becoming 
a self-reflexive subject appears in the context of religious education is not well 
known since very few studies have been conducted on the subject.
	 Focusing on Germany, where Muslim children with a migration background 
are officially taught Islam in the school curriculum, this study analyzes whether 
the Muslim subject takes a self-reflexive attitude towards his/her own problems. 
The teaching of Islam with its cultural implications to Muslim children in Germa-
ny raises the dimension of the acquisition of modern consciousness by children. In 
short, to what extent does the presentation and representation of Muslim children 
as subjects in textbooks fulfill the consciousness of modernity at the cognitive 
level? To answer this question, self-reflexivity, which Habermas presents as an 
aspect of the modern individual and modernization, was analyzed as an individual 
attitude in the texts.
	 When religious values, knowledge, and rules are used to solve problems 
in secular life, they inevitably create a self-reflexive attitude in the individual 
through the process of translation as a cognitive mechanism. Absolute loyalty and 
devotion, applied while thinking and acting within the sacred world, can dissolve 
and erase the individual within religion. However, in modern life, the fields of 
objectivity support the individual to turn to himself, to reflect on himself, to adopt 
a self-critical attitude, and ultimately to recognize, explain, and interpret himself. 
Therefore, reflecting on oneself, examining the reasons for this reflection, and 
being critical are some of the basic acts of the modern individual’s becoming a 
subject.
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	 In the secular (non-religious) spheres of everyday life, the individual encoun-
ters numerous problems that lead to the construction of his/her own subjectivity, 
and while having to solve these problems, (s)he may be faced with various di-
lemmas, contradictions, in short, she may feel obliged to find solutions between 
different options and choices.
	 The subject of this article is the determination of the self-reflexive qualities 
of fictional religious subjects in didactic texts in the context of Habermasian phi-
losophy. The main problem of the article is to what extent the Muslim subject in 
German Islamic religious textbooks fulfills Habermas’ model of self-reflexivity.

Literature Review on Reflection and Self-Reflexivity in Education

	 In this section, we will first provide different conceptual definitions of re-
flexivity and self-reflexivity, and then we will reveal what kinds of approaches 
have been developed in the literature on these two concepts. The literature re-
view shows that some approaches to the subject are too theoretical and abstract, 
while others are too narrow, limited, and operational. Habermas’ approach offers 
an original opening by complementing the shortcomings of other approaches, es-
pecially in philosophical and sociological fields.
	 Reflexivity and self-reflexivity have been among the concepts discussed in de-
tail in the literature of philosophy and social sciences in recent years. For example, 
according to Foucault, while pursuing knowledge, human beings both become the 
knowing subject and the object of their own research (Foucault, 1994). Bourdieu, on 
the other hand, argued that it is only possible for social scientists to get rid of preju-
dices and do objective science by reflexively recognizing these prejudices (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant, 1992). Giddens, Beck, and Lash, on the other hand, spoke of “reflex-
ive modernity” to explain that modern society is becoming increasingly reflexive; 
according to this argument, society is becoming more self-aware and therefore re-
flexive (Giddens, 1991; Beck, Giddens, and Lash, 1994). Archer, on the other hand, 
focused more on the reflexivity of laypeople. According to him, reflexivity is a me-
diation mechanism between structural property (the social context of the individual) 
and action (the ultimate interests of the individual) (Archer, 2007). Reflexivity is 
increasingly replacing habitual behavior in late modernity as routine forms are in-
sufficient to cope with the complex itineraries of modern life (Archer, 2012).
	 In the anthropological literature, where the issue is predominantly addressed 
with methodological concerns, (self-)reflexivity has been examined as a method-
ological problem related to the analytical awareness (relationship with the object) 
that the researcher develops about the research object during fieldwork. In other 
words, it is the anthropologist’s realization of the dimensions of his own subjec-
tivity (such as responsibility) as a researcher and presenting himself to the readers 
as a part, data, and component of his research, that is, thinking about himself 
together with the research object (see for example Geertz, 1973).
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	 Over time, these abstract, highly methodological, and theoretical implica-
tions gave way to concrete research practices, and (self-)reflexivity was increas-
ingly conceptualized as operational for practical reasons. Thus, (self-)reflexivity 
has been transformed into an analytical tool for how it can be used as a mechanism 
for solving a social/individual problem in various fields of social sciences. For 
example, Alejandro (2021), in his study of how reflexivity can be applied in prac-
tice, developed the method of “reflexive discourse analysis” to examine how his 
discursive engagement with society can be reflexively evaluated and transformed, 
and how this can be made consistent with his deliberate socio-political goals.
	 Although a close relationship is generally established between “reflection” 
and “reflexivity” in the literature, there are differences. Accordingly, reflection is 
“the ability to evaluate events, to look at issues consciously and to decide whether 
the amount and type of evidence required for a decision are available” (Dew-
ey, 1997. pp. 66-67), but it does not focus on conscious and deliberate internal 
conversations that lead to action (Feucht, Brownlee, & Schraw, 2017, p. 234). 
Reflection is a cognitive process because it requires the subject to think logically 
and perform various mental operations to achieve the necessary results. Reflection 
is more oriented towards “reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action” (Schön, 
1983). Reflection is an important human activity in which people reconceptualize, 
think about, and evaluate their experiences for learning purposes (Boud, Keogh, 
& Walker, 1985). Winter (1989) considers reflection as thinking about one’s own 
and others’ experiences in the process of understanding oneself.
	 In a practical context, reflexivity forces the individual to think to bring about 
transformational change in educational practices, expectations, and beliefs. Re-
flexivity includes critical thinking (Feucht, Brownlee, & Schraw, 2017:238), in-
formed decision-making (Schön, 1983, 1987), dialogic teaching (Braten, Muis, 
& Reznitskaya, 2017), questioning assumptions taken for granted (Finlay, 1998), 
and strategies for questioning attitudes, thoughts, values, assumptions, prejudices, 
and habitual behaviors. In other words, reflexivity is the assumption that the indi-
vidual is a self-conscious and self-questioning being and therefore has the ability 
to formulate and reflect on the means and ends of his actions (Lash, 1993, p. 202). 
Archer, on the other hand, considered reflexivity as the inner dialogue that leads to 
action as a practice (Archer, 2012). In the modern world, based on various crises 
and developments, reflexivity has gradually moved from being an epistemologi-
cal and methodological problematic to being a cognitive possibility, educational 
potential, and attitude development mechanism in solving various individual and 
social problems. According to some authors, reflexivity can be a complementary 
social mechanism for dealing with crises (Cordero, Mascareno, & Chernilo, 2017).
	 In the social sciences literature, reflexivity has often been treated as a form of 
practical behavior, and this new concept has been called “reflexive practice”. Re-
flexive practice is the ability to reflect on one’s actions to take a critical stance or 
attitude towards one’s own and one’s peers’ practices through a continuous process 
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of adaptation and learning (Schön, 1983). According to Bolton, reflexive practice 
involves paying critical attention to the practical values and theories that shape our 
everyday actions (Bolton, 2010). According to the basic logic of reflexive prac-
tice, experience or practice does not necessarily lead to learning; it also requires 
deliberate reflection on experience (Loughran, 2002).
	 Reflexivity has been analyzed from various theoretical and practical perspec-
tives in different fields, especially in education: A pragmatist, problem-solving 
alternative to general theory (Holmwood, 2014), self-reflexive theorizing for 
liberation struggles in the context of critical theory (Freyenhagen, 2018), praxis 
informing healthier urban development and governance (Grant and Thompson, 
2018), reflexive writing as a creative and dynamic process for improving the qual-
ity of critical research and professional practice (Bolton & Delderfield, 2014), 
a strategy for examining the individual foundations of organizational learning 
(Stefano, Pisano, Gino, & Staats, 2016), a methodological tool in management 
research (Johnson and Duberley, 2003), a key characteristic in the education of 
health professionals (Mann, Gordon, and MacLeod, 2009), a theoretical basis for 
explaining how transformations occur in adult learning (Mezirow, 1990), an ap-
proach to teaching that opens the field of organization studies to alternative views 
and is more sensitive to the complexity of the processes occurring in organiza-
tions in the context of a rapidly changing world (Duarte & Fitzgerald, 2006), etc.
	 Reflexivity in education has been the subject of many pedagogical studies as 
a didactic practice that makes teaching effective. For example, reflexivity in edu-
cation has been addressed in the context of teaching diversity to teacher educators 
(Brownlee et al., 2022). Again, it was seen as a powerful tool to facilitate meaning-
ful and sustainable change within the classroom for teachers (Feucht, Brownlee, 
& Schraw, 2017). In a broader context, for Tsangaridou and O’Sullivan (1997), re-
flection in education is the act of thinking about, analyzing, evaluating, and chang-
ing the meanings, intentions, beliefs, decisions, actions, and products of education; 
the purpose of doing so is to structure, adjust, produce, refine, reconfigure, and 
change the knowledge and actions that inform practice. Rolheiser et al. (2000, 
pp. 31-32) argue that reflection is a fundamental element of meaningful learning 
and cognitive development, through which students develop metacognition, i.e. the 
ability to self-evaluate. Duarte and Fitzgerald suggest encouraging hypothetical 
small group discussions on real-life scenarios involving difficult ethical dilemmas 
as a way of training students to translate reflexivity into action. Reflexivity as an 
emancipatory activity that can lead to positive social change, in the form of a 
teaching approach, has the potential to promote the practical contextualization of 
social transformations among students (Duarte and Fitgerald, 2006, pp. 20-21).
	 Reflection, as a continuous cognitive practice involving cognitive transforma-
tion, is therefore a strategy for learning from experiences in society about oneself, 
in which one questions, criticizes, and reconsiders the existing dominant, unques-
tioned, and uncritical perspectives, assumptions, ideological illusions, prejudices, 
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false inferences, social/cultural biases, inequalities, and various problems. Be-
cause self-reflexivity, as a “teaching method,” enables students to acquire different 
cognitive, didactic, and pedagogical skills. Reflexivity, then, enables students to 
experience relativism and the pluralism of different perspectives (Besozzi, 1999, 
p. 321), thus paving the way for a more critical analysis of established, dominant, 
and taken-for-granted perspectives and practices. However, for a reflexive teach-
ing approach to be successful, reflexivity must be linked to action. According to 
Cunliffe and Jun, reflexivity should be embedded in life experiences and recog-
nize that we ourselves construct our social world (Cunliffe & Jun, 2002).
	 Reflexivity in the Islamic context has attracted increasing attention in recent 
years and has been addressed in various studies. Sentürk (2005), for example, ar-
gues that Hadith wisdom has consistently utilized self-reflexivity and that various 
literary styles and literatures have emerged because of this use. Tambar (2012), 
again questioning the social, emotional, and material mediation of the expres-
sion of reflexive discursive politics in the contemporary Muslim world (among 
Alevis from Turkey), thematized a particular understanding of reflexive discourse 
in which existing institutional architectures motivate the production of reflexive 
subjects by disciplining emotional potentials, moral sensibilities, and modes of 
historical consciousness to the detriment of the other. Reflexivity and selfreflexiv-
ity have also been studied in religious education. For example, it was investigated 
how primary school students in religion classes develop attitudes and values such 
as respect and tolerance through self-reflection and self-assessment (Fancourt, 
2010). Again, in a course on the sociology of religion, it was examined what kind 
of self-understandings students developed in the field study reports they produced 
to be trained in terms of reflexivity (Flamagan, 2001). Reflexivity and self-reflex-
ivity have also been addressed in various studies in the context of Islamic studies, 
institutions, and subjects. For example, reflexivity in this context has been exam-
ined as a process of reflexive modernization developed by an Islamic sect through 
its work at two institutes in London (Magout, 2020).
	 What is missing in all these approaches in the literature is the placement of 
the concept in a broad context, its place in modernization, and its relationship with 
religion. Habermas’ approach is accepted and used as a theoretical model in this 
study because it fills these gaps.

Haberman on Self-Reflexivity

	 Modern faith can only stabilize its inclusive attitude within a discourse uni-
verse bounded by secular knowledge and shared with other religions through 
self-criticism. This decentralized background consciousness, acknowledging the 
relativity of one’s own perspective, doesn’t relativize the articles of faith them-
selves but is nevertheless characteristic of the modern form of religious belief 
(Habermas, 2002, pp. 1501-51). Habermas views a post-secular society as neces-
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sary for the democratic compatibility and functionality of religion within modernity. 
In the context of a post-secular society, religious communities’ discourse is reflex-
ively integrated with public discourse and democratic practice. Habermas aims to 
reconcile the Enlightenment tradition with modern religion, democracy, and reflexive 
faith in his perspective on post-secular society (Ungureanu & Monti, 2017, p. 521).
	 However, for this reconciliation to occur, according to Habermas, religious 
citizens need to be reflexive and overcome the ‘cognitive dissonances’ arising 
from the challenge posed to their sense of self by three social phenomena. The 
three social facts that religious individuals need to reflexively affirm are: (1) the 
existence and legitimacy of other beliefs, (2) the epistemic position of modern 
science as an institutional monopoly on knowledge, and (3) the normative prin-
ciples of the liberal democratic order (egalitarian law and universalist morality) 
(Finlayson, 2018, p. 13). This demand essentially calls for the modernization of 
religious consciousness. In other words, the model and idea of a post-secular soci-
ety are nothing but a Habermasian call for modernization. Habermas argues that 
this process began with the Reformation.
	 According to Habermas, following the post-Lutheran Reformation, rational-
ization led to a cognitive shift, which, in turn, resulted in the reflexive model 
of faith. In this process, faith was limited by secular knowledge, a universe of 
discourse of religion shared with other religions emerged, and a decentered back-
ground consciousness of the relativity of one’s perspective came out. In this con-
text, Habermas argues that the sharp, often fatal divisions, differences, and ten-
sions that emerged in Europe from the late Middle Ages onwards between secular 
and ecclesiastical forces, leading to deep conflict between faith and knowledge, 
acted as a spur towards the decentering of perspectives as an impulse towards 
critical reflection (Habermas, 2001, p. 103). This process also led to a distancing 
from prejudices and biases as an impulse to overcome particularisms to insti-
tutionalize tolerance and disputes (Habermas, 2001, p. 103). For him, the dis-
tinctive feature of “Western culture” is the historical transformation of religious 
consciousness, which enables the religious members of this culture to come to 
terms with the normative requirements of the secular state and to “self-reflect” 
on their truth claims (Habermas, 2016. p. 136). Jakobsen says that we can now, 
after all, expect members of ‘Western’ Judeo-Christian faith communities to fulfill 
the normative expectations associated with democratic citizenship. In his view, 
Habermas is right that there are significant differences in the integration of sec-
ular-liberal norms into the doctrines and practices of different religious commu-
nities. However, a proper distinction between ‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’ leaves 
the question of Islam and other religions unanswered (Jakobsen, 2019, p. 106). In 
this respect, some critics (e.g., Mavelli, 2012) have found Habermas’ reflections 
on the differences between Western and non-Western religions Eurocentric and Is-
lamophobic. Habermas argues that many Muslim societies are still in this painful 
learning process (Jakobsen, 2019, p. 106).
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	 According to Habermas, religious doctrine in modern societies must adapt it-
self to the inevitable competition with other forms of belief and truth claims. Con-
sequently, religious doctrines can no longer remain closed and self-sufficient in a 
universe guided by its own absolute truth. Every religious doctrine today faces the 
pluralism of different forms of religious truths, as well as secular skepticism and 
the scientific way of knowing, which owes its social authority to an admitted fal-
libility and a learning process based on long-term revision. Every religious faith 
must, therefore, relate to the claims of science and secularized, quasi-scientific 
common sense, as well as to the competing messages of other religions (Haber-
mas, 2002, p. 150). The modernization of religious consciousness then requires a 
self-reflexivity of the religious subject and therefore of religion in the first place. 
According to Rosati (2012, pp. 71-72), the reflexivity of religion means making 
religious differences visible and accepting the profound implications of these dif-
ferences by individuals and groups, as well as developing ‘principled tolerance’ 
capable of recognizing the internal and external other based on liberal and reli-
giously diverse sources.
	 The emergence of liberal democratic values such as recognition of the oth-
er, tolerance, and acceptance of normative order depends on the subject being 
in an egalitarian universality that does not place its own perspective at the cen-
ter through an “epistemic rupture” while reflecting on itself (Habermas, 2004, p. 
160). Habermas argues that to transcend localism/particularism and enter into 
egalitarian universality, a new conception of the self against the problems created 
by modernity must be successfully produced in the “life world” (Lebenswelt) in 
three dimensions: (a) increased freedom/tolerance for the reflexive use of tradi-
tions that constitute identity, (b) autonomy in interaction with the other and in 
relation to the norms of collective social life, and (c) the individual space that one 
should have in shaping one’s own life (Habermas, 2001, p. 83).
	 According to Habermas, the establishment of discursive opinion and will-for-
mation procedures is crucial for the democratic self-government of the subject in 
modern society (Habermas, 2001, p. 155). This enables subjects to engage in a 
reflective exchange of arguments. For this to be a democratic, disinterested human 
interest, the subject must realize his arguments in an open, free, and non-coer-
cive communication environment (the ideal communication situation) (Murphy & 
Fleming, 2012, p. 7). In this context, critical self-reflection and critically reflec-
tive knowledge are the primary means for the emancipatory transformation of the 
subject’s relations with nature and others. Against the colonization of the subject 
by the system, Habermas calls on individuals to reflect on themselves and to trans-
form/realize themselves, claiming that this can only happen in the world of life 
where intersubjective relations, interaction, and communication are established 
(Habermas, 2001, pp. 153-154).
	 Thus, as a theorist of modernity, Habermas (Murphy & Fleming, 2012, p. 3) 
believes that the intrinsic relationship between the loss of communal (social) ties 
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and pluralism in modernity leads to a profound transformation of the norms of 
our common existence. However, rather than relegating existential issues to the 
private realm, he argues that the weakening of universally binding substantive 
norms, pre-political values, and lifestyles has led to a “post-traditional identity” 
that enables and requires conscious and reflexive engagement with substantive 
norms, collective identities, and established traditions through ethico-political 
discourses (Kaltsas, 2019, p. 16).
	 Thus, for the religious subject’s faith to play a democratic representative role 
in a postsecular society, its immutable norms, collective identities, and established 
traditions must be articulated into ethico-political discourses that have a decisive 
place in the constitutional regime and rational order established on a rational ba-
sis (by accepting the best or better argument) through intersubjective consensus. 
The production of ethical-political discourses depends on the religious or secu-
lar subject leaving pre-political conditions (tradition, custom, ethnicity, national 
identity, fixed beliefs, etc.) behind and discussing, reaching mutual agreement, 
and learning from each other (reciprocal learning) (Habermas, 2001, p. 129). This 
requires the subject both to reflect on himself and to engage in a process of social-
ization based on a relationship with the other, i.e., on joint learning. In this con-
text, Habermas saw the “learning process of a self-reflective subject” (Habermas, 
1975, p. 15; Monti, 2014. pp. 90-91; Cooke, 2011) as critical for the realization of 
the epistemic break necessary for the modernization of religious consciousness, 
which he wanted to play a new representative role in terms of democratic inclusive 
integration in the public sphere (Habermas, 2005) in post-secular society.
	 This approach, termed “modern self-understanding” by Habermas, is char-
acterized by an egalitarian universality that does not position its own perspective 
at the center (Habermas, 2004, p. 160). Habermas envisions this process, which 
necessitates both self-reflection and mutual perspective exchange, as an act of 
rational argumentation—thinking or acting based on the guidance of the best or 
better argument. This process emerges through a communication process not cen-
tered on the individual but on intersubjectivity.
	 However, there is a certain resistance from religions to this concept. Un-
doubtedly, their epistemic dominance based on irrationality plays a significant 
role in this resistance. As Rhodin (2017) points out, the irrationality of rituals, 
while ensuring solidarity among believers, hinders reflexivity. Modern forms of 
communication, although reflexive, struggle to bring their members together.
	 Contrary to this notion, Habermas argues that an irrational power can be ra-
tional, though he does not provide a sustained argument to support his claims. He 
contends that this irrational force can offer the same socially cohesive qualities 
that foster solidarity. According to him, the metaphysical can transform into the 
postmetaphysical through communicative action (Habermas, 1998; Rhodin, 2017, 
p. 4). This aligns with Kant’s “rational faith” thesis. Like Kant, Habermas advo-
cates for a postmetaphysical thought that integrates faith into the rational sphere, 
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making it as reconcilable, familiar, and supportive as possible with secular values. 
This necessitates religious believers developing a new attitude towards secular-
ism. They must become reflexive subjects not bound by a fixed and unchanging 
pre-political dominant episteme, but by an argumentative and discursive rational 
environment open to change. This attitude depends on engaging in discourse with 
others, learning from it, and even adjusting one’s own epistemological position.
	 As Chambers points out, secular and religious subjects, as citizens, should 
approach each other in a spirit of accommodation and learning (Chambers, 2007, 
p. 212). For this, religious consciousness must be reflexive, and secularist con-
sciousness must transcend its own limits. Therefore, according to Habermas, 
the construction of a postsecular society—peaceful coexistence of religious and 
secular citizens in a democratic constitutional state—requires an epistemic break 
or change on both sides. Orthodox religious traditions should be reflexive, with 
religious citizens finding ways to reconcile their beliefs with respect for the reli-
gious freedom of others, the independent validity of scientific knowledge, and the 
secular character of the constitutional state. Secular citizens, on the other hand, 
should develop postmetaphysical thinking that recognizes religions are not neces-
sarily irrational relics of pre-modern times (Habermas, 1998) and advocates for 
respecting diversity (Morrow, 2012, p. 65).
	 To summarize, rationally guided self-reflexive actions imply cognitive change 
and discussion with others, requiring one to leave their fixed epistemic space. Re-
flexivity, then, necessitates being open to the revision of one’s own propositions 
(Montero, 2014, p. 201). For Habermas, reflexivity is one of the most important 
characteristics of the type of interaction that takes place within procedures shared 
because of a common language. Thus, all religious certainties, like others, are more 
exposed to the need to look at one’s own belief from the outside, that is, to objectify 
it and relate it to other points of view (Montero, 2014, p. 206). As Williams states, 
recognition of the other and self-understanding are dialectically necessary ele-
ments of reflexive consciousness (Williams, 1997). For this dialectical relationship 
to emerge, the subject’s relationship with the other should not be based on certain 
absolutes (God, Geist, etc.); the limits of the subject’s self-criticism, questioning, 
and understanding should only be on normative (moral principles).
	 Ulrich Beck argues that the process of modernization we are already experi-
encing has become reflexive, and the subject has become both subject and prob-
lematic (Beck, 2011, p. 22). According to him, the decrease in the proportion of 
life opportunities that are closed to the notion of decision-making and the increase 
in the proportion of biographies that are open to choose and must be personally 
constructed lead to the individualization of life positions and processes, which in 
turn makes biographies self-reflexive (p. 205).
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Method

	 For our study, we initially conducted a preliminary analysis of all Islamic 
religion textbooks taught in primary, secondary, and high schools in Germany (31 
textbooks in 8 states). We then selected five texts from these textbooks that are 
relevant to our research topic due to their typical characteristics. While there is no 
universally accepted method for analyzing textbooks (Pingel, 1999), we employed 
content analysis (Badzinski, Woods, & Nelson, 2021) as a form of textual analysis 
to uncover and explain the implicit messages in religious texts. However, instead 
of creating codes or categories for content analysis, we aimed to understand the 
text in terms of Habermasian self-reflexive concepts. For content analysis, we first 
subjected the texts to “case presentation” and then conducted text analysis.

Cases and Comments

Case 1 - “I Want To Be a Good Person”

	 The topic “I want to be a good person” (Shakir, 2020a, p. 5051) in this book, 
written for the fourth grade Grundschule, is included under the unit “being a good 
person.” The text discusses what Bilal should do in the face of a problem. Bilal 
wants to play football with his friends, but they do not have a ball. Ahmad from 
the group suddenly kicks a boy, takes his ball, and throws it to Bilal. All the chil-
dren except Bilal laugh at the situation, but Bilal does not find Ahmad’s behavior 
right. So, what should Bilal have done in this situation? (p. 50). The students, who 
are the readers of this textbook, are asked to give advice to Bilal and then compare 
their advice with each other. They are also asked if they have ever been in a similar 
situation and how they behaved.
	 Prior to this bullying incident, students are asked to reflect on a statement 
from the prophet Muhammad at the beginning of the page. In this statement, Mu-
hammad tells Muslims that they should help their brothers and sisters even if they 
are wrong or mistaken. But what if the brother is wrong? According to Muham-
mad, one should forbid the wrongdoer from doing wrong. To forbid is to support. 
Therefore, when the moral principle of how a Muslim individual should behave 
in an individual situation is given by Muhammad, the duty of the individual is to 
act in accordance with this principle. However, every practice requires an inter-
pretation, and interpretation can lead the individual to relativize his/her situation, 
not to fit it into absolute patterns. Different ways of thinking are a necessity and a 
consequence of this.
	 Bilal remained silent when the boy’s ball was forcibly taken away from him, 
and then he played with it. However, on the way home after playing with the ball, 
Bilal thinks about the situation: What should he have done or said when the ball was 
taken away from the boy by force? Here, a saying of Muhammad comes to his mind: 
“Whoever among you sees an evil deed, let him change it with his hand, and if he 
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cannot do that, let him change it with his words, and if he cannot do that, let him 
change it with the desire of his heart” (p. 51). The question posed in the textbook is: 
Did Bilal fulfill this statement of Muhammad? If so, in what way? The students are 
also asked how Bilal could have implemented Muhammad’s saying better.
	 Therefore, although it can be said that the students here are independent, 
free, and autonomous in constructing their subjectivities based on this saying, 
Muhammad’s moral framework is limiting in the absolute sense that it places the 
Muslim in a certain place, position, and duty. Muhammad’s suggestions to toler-
ate, help, and do good are undoubtedly inspirational in terms of positive thinking, 
but they also determine the direction of discussion, interpretation, and analysis. 
Self-reflexivity can be hampered here as one can be determined in constructing 
one’s own thoughts and recommendations. Reflection on others and not on oneself 
continues, so one may not question oneself.
	 However, Bilal activates his ego by thinking about this wrong behavior and 
tries to transform himself. In a way, he tries to be autonomous by thinking differ-
ently from his friends and establishes a dialectical relationship between himself 
and the other (the boy whose ball was taken away) at the subject level, forms his 
will, and tries to overcome his cognitive dissonance. This is the act of not center-
ing oneself because by isolating oneself from the group and moving to another 
universe (by not thinking like one’s friends), one overcomes one’s own limits. In a 
way, he enters a dialogue within himself and discusses with the other; he questions 
himself about whether what he does (playing with the ball taken from the child 
by force) is wrong or not, which is not self-centered. In a way, he tries to develop 
egalitarian universalism by leaving/getting out of his own universe, that is, by 
decentralizing his own position. In other words, he replaces the wrong individual 
behavior with a universally accepted good behavior.
	 In educational terms, this is being critical in the face of a problem, but there is 
no mutual/complementary learning of good behavior among group members. On 
the other hand, although Bilal cannot develop discursive thought, he remembers 
the word of the prophet Muhammad and engages in reflexive argument exchange. 
Nevertheless, he does not objectify his belief through communicative reason. Al-
though he engages in a process of translation (the translation of Muhammad’s 
religious/sacred word into everyday language), this translation process does not 
involve an argumentation because his arguments are absent or ambiguous in the 
text; he only thinks of Muhammad’s word as a norm of good behavior. But this 
shows that Bilal tries to act self-reflexively, even through Muhammad.
	 In the end, Bilal questions morally wrong, unjust, and bad behavior in this 
simple everyday problem, thinks differently from the consciousness, universe, and 
values of his friends, and considers what the good thing could be. In doing so, 
he reflects on himself through his own fault and re-evaluates the other (the boy 
who has the ball taken away) through religion-based moral codes. Although Mu-
hammad has set this moral code or principle, Bilal and the other students are free 
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to interpret it in different ways. This calls students to argumentation, to think or 
apply various processes through communicative reason.

Case 2: “All-Seeing Allah”

	 The text titled “Meryem and Apple” (Coskun, Kurtbecer, Kesici, & Dagas-
lanı, 2019, pp. 40-41) in this book written for Grundschule grades 1 and 2 is 
included in the unit titled “Allah.” The text describes an intriguing experience of a 
student named Meryem at school. In the lesson, the teacher distributes apples in a 
basket to the students one by one and instructs them to eat the apples in a way that 
no one can see them. Each student follows the teacher’s instructions, except for 
Meryem, who refuses, stating that it’s impossible for her to eat the apple without 
anyone seeing her because God sees everything people do always everywhere. 
The teacher acknowledges Meryem’s perspective, aiming to emphasize that Allah 
is all-seeing (“Al-Basir,” “der Sehende”).
	 In this example, none of the students questioned why the apples were distrib-
uted in such a manner or why they had to eat them secretly. The students accepted 
the teacher’s authority and faithfully followed his instructions, eagerly awaiting 
the results. Only Meryem defied the directive but justified her non-compliance by 
invoking a religious commandment, earning praise from her teacher. However, the 
belief that God sees everything may hinder individuals from engaging in certain 
activities that should remain private due to concerns about surveillance, such as 
voting secretly in elections or engaging in private matters.
	 The illustration of Meryem holding an apple indicates a lack of consideration 
for alternative perspectives, as she confines her thoughts within a religious frame-
work. Additionally, the use of the apple, a symbol of expulsion from paradise, 
reinforces a negative mythic reference to the past.
	 Meryem’s unwavering belief in God prevented her from participating in a pro-
cess of argumentation, inhibiting the development of an autonomous self, and hin-
dering the objectification of her beliefs. Consequently, Meryem, bound by her faith, 
failed to transcend her limitations, impeding self-critical thinking and self-reflec-
tion. While refusing to complete the assigned homework allowed Meryem to assert 
her autonomy and challenge authority, her inability to engage in self-reflection with-
in the secular realm suggests that her faith did not translate into a broader context.
Case 3: “Meryem’s Choice”

	 The text titled “Angel Records” (Coskun, Kurtbecer, Kesici, & Dagaslanı, 
2018: 44) in this book for Grundschule Grade 3 is part of the “Creation” unit. 
The story narrates an incident where Meryem steals her friend’s pencil sharpener 
in the classroom, later returning it when she believes angels are watching her. 
Although the act is a form of theft, the narrative avoids labeling it as a criminal 
offense. Meryem, feeling uneasy about her unethical behavior, decides to alleviate 
her discomfort.
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	 Upon remembering her mother’s words about angels watching and recording 
people’s actions, Meryem confesses her misdeed to her mother. Her ethical be-
havior is rooted in religious fear and regret rather than a recognition of the act as 
a crime according to the law. Meryem’s self-reflection is influenced by religious 
commands rather than universal legal norms. While it is positive for an individual 
to feel remorse and rectify mistakes, the story lacks a resolution through legal 
means, and it does not engage in a Habermasian “discourse ethics” or ideal speech 
situation through rational argumentation.
	 The narrative raises the question of whether one can atone for wrongdoing. 
While compensation is possible, the absence of legal consequences suggests that 
religious remorse is the sole resolution. The text does not address how some-
one who does not believe in angels, and therefore lacks religious remorse, would 
handle a similar situation. The author offers a solution to the problem through 
the mention of angels without resorting to legal measures. However, according 
to Habermas, normative consciousness requires actions to be recorded based on 
rational contracts and evaluated accordingly. Meryem’s reflection and questioning 
of her actions are confined within traditional reasoning, not modern conscious-
ness, and the narrative does not assert that theft is universally ethically wrong.

Case 4: “As the Curtain Rises and Falls”

	 The text titled “Curtains Up” (Çelik, Çelik, Ispirli, Öztürk, Üçüncü, 2017, pp. 
70-71) in the Grundschule Grade 4 book is included in the unit titled “I-You-We-
All.” In this dialogue-based text, two characters representing youth and old age 
seek answers on how to live harmoniously. The fictional text, resembling a theatre 
play, presents two masks (cheerful and sad faces) at the top of the page, sym-
bolizing theatre at a universal level when Meryem and Ahmad open the curtain. 
The exploration of the meaning of old age and youth revolves around religion, 
addressing both the present and the future.
	 The young boy, portraying strength and bravery, initiates the conversation 
by stating that he is ready to do anything. The voice representing old age, an old 
sage, acknowledges the youth’s assertion, emphasizing that there is a time for ev-
erything. The young person seeks wise advice from the elder on life, leading to a 
discussion on the significance of youth and the need for preparation for the future. 
The old sage likens youth to spring and summer, urging the young to sow in their 
youth to reap in the harvest of autumn and winter.
	 The young person expresses respect for older individuals but insists that to-
day’s youth should not be underestimated. The old sage believes such a perspec-
tive will lead to failure, expressing pity for the young person’s lack of under-
standing of the current situation. The sage imparts three recommendations for the 
youth’s preparation for the future: (1) obtaining a good profession and earnings 
for the future, (2) being hardworking, honest, and respectful, and (3) embracing 
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generosity while practicing frugality throughout life. The young person contem-
plates achieving these through insurance or banking, but the old sage emphasizes 
that making mistakes is part of being human and suggests starting to win in both 
worlds from the present.
	 The dialogue continues, and the old sage, portrayed as a typical Muslim 
grandfather on page 71, advises the youth on the highest return, stating, “To err 
is a human thing.” The sage encourages the young person to start winning in this 
world to succeed in both worlds. The young responds, “Then we’ll have a lucky 
bag at the time of flowering,” signifying understanding and acceptance of the ad-
vice. The young person’s consciousness reflects on self, views on the elderly, life 
stance, and simplicity. Despite attempting to prove himself, the young ultimately 
leans towards emulation of the old sage, symbolizing a good Muslim. The young’s 
self-reflection centers on preparation for the next world, portraying the modern/
secular world as a preparatory stage for self-realization.
	 In analyzing this socialization act through the exchange of wisdom between 
generations, it becomes evident that the young person aligns himself with past 
values rather than evolving or transcending his consciousness. While the guidance 
promotes absolute loyalty to religious values for actions in the objective world and 
divine universe, it hinders the development of argumentative, deliberative, and 
self-transcending attitudes. The pattern of socialization is effective, but the reli-
gious self-reflection tends to instrumentalize reason based on divine principles, 
lacking some essential Habermasian components for self-reflexive consciousness.
In recognizing differences in others, individuals discover themselves through a di-
alectical process of questioning, criticizing, and renewing. However, in this case, 
the self-reflexive reasoning falls short of transcending the other, emphasizing 
resemblance rather than contradiction. The young person’s consciousness aligns 
with the elderly, not engaging in communicative reason, argumentation, reflex-
ive arguments, or intersubjectivity. Holmwood’s concept of reflexivity connecting 
with problems and aiming towards a solution is not fully realized here.

Case 5: “Learning from Each Other by Talking”

	 The text titled “Talking to Each Other—Learning from Each Other” (Shakir, 
2020b, p. 82) is part of the unit “People Feeling” in the 8th-grade religion text-
book for “Sekundarstufe” (secondary education). The text raises questions about 
faith recognition, presenting young people’s ideas in speech bubbles without de-
veloping a controversial dialogue among them. This approach implies that differ-
ent beliefs are introduced without acknowledging any relationship, interaction, or 
potential conflicts, hindering egalitarian universalism and the objectification of 
one’s own belief through communicative reason.
	 While introducing different beliefs, the text fails to depict a realistic picture 
where differences lead to contradictory processes, conflicts, and debates. The ab-
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sence of such elements creates an idealized and problem-free world, not allow-
ing for the establishment of communicative reason and argumentation. Although 
students are encouraged to explore differences and similarities between Islam, 
Christianity, Judaism, and Buddhism, there is a lack of self-reflexive reflection 
on these differences. The only question related to this invites students to take a 
defensive stance in conversations contradicting their own religion, limiting access 
to self-reflexive components through epistemic detachment.
	 In the recognition of different beliefs, the text falls short of fostering a dia-
lectical process of questioning, criticizing, and renewing oneself. The absence of 
contradictory processes and debates portrays an idealized, problem-free world, 
preventing the establishment of communicative reason and argumentation. While 
creating a peaceful and democratic world design is crucial, students also have the 
right to learn about the real challenges. Introducing a different religion should 
lead to a complete self-reflexive process, acknowledging and addressing the po-
tential conflicts and debates that may arise.
	 From a Habermasian conceptual perspective, our analysis explores how 
(Muslim) individuals employ self-reflexivity as a form of modern consciousness 
and cognitive capacity in German Islamic religion textbooks to address the chal-
lenges they encounter. The study unveils that, despite being a theoretical and phil-
osophical concept, self-reflexivity functions as a didactic tool in the pedagogical 
realm, aiming to cultivate students’ cognitive skills. Education, in this context, 
emerges as a didactic institution where students comprehend the conditions of a 
secular/democratic society and resolve issues based on a modern consciousness 
rooted in philosophical concepts.
	 Habermas perceives education as a force that fosters critical reasoning essential 
for democracy (Fleming, 2012, p. 113), treating cognitive capacity as a pathway to 
learning (Habermas, 2002, p. 20). However, for this reasoning and cognitive ca-
pacity to manifest, he advocates for the translation of religious moral sensibilities 
into the discourse of secular reason (Habermas, 2016), necessitating mutual learning 
between religious and non-religious traditions (Habermas, 1998, 2016; Pabst, 2012, 
p. 1004). Consequently, Habermas calls for a “modernisation of religious conscious-
ness” (Arishidze, 2017, p. 724). To align with political liberalism, religious con-
sciousness must undergo a process of modernization in response to challenges such 
as religious pluralism, modern science, positive law, and profane morality.
	 According to Habermas, an essential requirement for the success of this mod-
ernization process in religion is the development of an epistemic attitude among 
religious citizens. Stoeckl (2017: 36) suggests that one way to achieve this is for 
the religious subject to move beyond the confines of its own discourse and engage 
in a self-reflexive relationship with other religions and worldviews.
	 However, the development of the religious subject’s self-reflexive learning 
skills depends on the cognitive capacity meeting the parameters and requirements 
of a specific context. Habermas outlines this context in terms of the epistemic 
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break of modern consciousness from the thought parameters of conventional so-
ciety, wherein the subject turns inward and adopts a critical attitude. However, our 
analysis indicates that this modern epistemic attitude is not fully realized in the 
textbooks examined.
	 In the first case, Bilal, while contemplating his problem, is constrained by the 
words of the prophet Muhammad and fails to transcend his limits. Consequently, 
he cannot transition from the religious (particular) context to the universal (ethi-
cal) context, impeding the experience of an epistemic break that would modernize 
his consciousness. A similar situation is observed with Meryem in the second 
case, where her belief in God prevents the development of an autonomous self. 
This belief hinders her from decentralizing her own identity, objectifying her be-
lief, and adopting an epistemic stance through argumentation. In the third case, 
although Meryem questions herself about the stolen pencil sharpener, her inquiry 
remains within the narrow confines of traditional reasoning rather than modern 
consciousness. Theft is acknowledged by angels, but it is not explicitly denounced 
as bad or criminal in terms of universal ethics. In the fourth case, the young man’s 
loyalty to the old man and emulation efforts causes him to remain entrenched in 
the value system of the past, hindering the development of his consciousness. In 
the fifth case, despite the apparent dialogue among young people, no self-reflex-
ivity emerges from their intersubjective argumentation, and they fail to learn from 
each other. Each plays a different tune, but the lack of self-reflexivity hampers 
intellectual development.
	 Although the encountered problems relate to secular or profane conditions 
(e.g., neglecting homework, forcibly taking a child’s ball, stealing someone else’s 
eraser), the conditioning of conscience by religion in Islam ultimately restricts 
the potential for becoming a self-reflexive subject. In Germany, a secular and 
democratic country, Islamic religion textbooks offer a limited yet somewhat open 
opportunity for the didactic development of a highly philosophical concept such 
as self-reflexivity. This is significant as it aligns with democratic values for Mus-
lim subjects, the protagonists in this case, encouraging them to approach problems 
through discussion, dialogue, and communication.
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Tale of Two Women
of Color in Academia

Introduction

	 National conversations around diversity and inclusion have resulted in an 
upsurge of university efforts towards cultivating more equitable spaces. However, 
academic institutions being more attentive to diverse representation and inclusive 
learning environments has done little to reverse the systemic oppression as well 
as inequities that remain pervasive in higher education. The underrepresentation 
of women of color (WOC) in faculty positions underscore these disparities. The 
structural sexism and racism that continue to be present in academic institutions 
further perpetuates the historical positioning of persons of color, particularly 
WOC as less than or unworthy. 
	 A growing body of research on gender and racial gaps in higher education 
has led to increased attention on the challenges WOC face in the academy. For 
instance, WOC are more likely to occupy non-tenure track faculty positions as 
compared to their white counterparts (Boss et al., 2019; Rideau, 2021). WOC in 
these contingent roles have reported marginalization, devaluing of their research 
and scholarship, along with the need to frequently legitimize their academic roles 
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in the classroom (Boss et al. 2019). Non-tenure track faculty also contend with 
lower pay wages, particularly WOC. For example, WOC earn the least per dollar 
when compared to white men (67 cents), men of color (72 cents), and white 
women (81 cents) who hold faculty positions (McChesney, 2018). 
	 When examining WOC who successfully secure tenure-track positions, it 
becomes clear that the imbalance and lack of visibility continues. According to 
a report from the American Association of University Professors (2020), women 
are less likely to hold full-time, tenure track positions. Additionally, only 6% 
of full-time professors self-identify as Black or African American (Colby & 
Fowler, 2020). Not surprisingly, the lack of diversity in the workplace has left 
WOC in faculty positions feeling isolated from their colleagues (Boss et al., 
2019; Durodoye et al., 2020). Additional studies have also highlighted the lack 
of mentorship (Hsieh & Nguyen, 2020) as well as imposed burdens of service 
duties often involving ethnically diverse students (Durodoye et al., 2020) as added 
challenges to successful tenure. 
	 The continued absence of diverse perspectives in academia will leave lasting 
impressions for generations to come. Thus, the authors seek to share the narratives 
of WOC in faculty positions in northeast universities to contribute to the literature 
in the area and promote critical thinking about ways to disrupt the current system. 
The authors will also use an intersectionality framework to situate the influence 
of gendered racism on WOC navigating predominately white university spaces. 
Recommendations on ways to realize the goals of diversity, equity, and inclusion 
in higher education will be offered. 

Positionality of Authors 

Elma 

	 Elma identifies as an immigrant, cisgender, female of color. Elma worked 
in different academic institutions both at the undergrad and graduate levels. 
She taught courses mostly in the social sciences field. She has also held faculty 
appointments as an adjunct, and assistant professor. 

Zakia 

	 Zakia identifies as a black, cisgender, female of color. Zakia has worked at 
a variety of academic institutions. She has taught undergraduate and graduate 
studies for disciplines including but not limited to psychology, sociology, and 
social work. She has also held faculty appointments as an adjunct, lecturer, and 
assistant professor. 
 

Intersectionality 

	 Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) coined the term intersectionality to articulate the 
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ways in which marginalized identities such as race, class, and gender intersect and 
overlap with oppressive structures. The intersectionality framework is particularly 
useful when examining the experiences of WOC in higher education. Boss et al. 
2019 note that the concept of intersectionality helps us consider the impact of 
individual and collective identities and the added complexities WOC encounters 
when navigating faculty appointments. In this instance, WOC’s race and gender are 
interconnected characteristics that have been historically oppressed by institutions 
like academia. 

Teaching in Classroom

	 The outcome of the 2016 presidential election came with strong reactions and 
amplified issues of racism, sexism, xenophobia, and the like. For faculty teaching 
courses during this time, they likely experienced how the classroom can become a 
microcosm of societal discord. The dynamics in these educational spaces become 
even more complex for faculty WOC. In reflecting on this further, Zakia recalled 
an experience teaching master level students about power and privilege and how 
the inequities disproportionately impact diverse communities: 

When covering such topics, I’ve had white students question my knowledge about 
systemic oppression as well as comment that discussions about white privilege 
were not beneficial, but rather feel like an opportunity to “beat up on white 
people for historical wrongs” that they weren’t even alive for. 

Elma shared a similar experience teaching undergraduate level students: 

I taught a course on diversity for the first time in spring 2017. I personally 
found teaching this course somewhat challenging. I felt being a woman of color 
talking about white supremacy, in a white institution, was not well accepted 
by many students. It was right after the election when I was teaching the class 
and I had students wearing “Make America Great Again” hats. At times, I felt 
uncomfortable and stressed. I became sick during that semester from stress. 
However, at the same time it made me feel that it was an opportunity to teach 
the young minds about the reality. I believe my evaluation scores were affected 
because of the barriers that I faced. I believe it impacted my teaching.

Vargas (1999) highlights that when students view their teacher as the “other” 
or outside the dominant group, the instructor tends to face more challenges in 
the classroom that often undermine the teaching-learning experience. Zakia 
explained: 

I always invite alternative perspectives and thoughts into classroom discussion, 
however, when cover topics related to culture and diversity, white students tend 
be more critical of the information that I’m delivering and engage me in ways 
that I’m certain they wouldn’t my white colleagues such as referring to me as 
“Girl” or “Girlfriend.”
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There is robust evidence in the literature that endorse similar encounters in which 
the expertise of faculty WOC is called into question by students (Boss et al., 
2019; Rideau, 2019). When students seemingly delegitimize faculty WOC, the 
instructor must then deal with navigating these conversations with students with 
an awareness that their response will be scrutinized and potentially misunderstood. 
Rideau (2019) notes that the dynamics and biases that ensue in the classroom 
for faculty WOC often result in lower teacher evaluations. A qualitative study by 
Vargas (2019) noted when student beliefs clashed with that of the diverse faculty 
member, students would often note on course evaluations that the instructor was 
too opinionated. Such experiences highlight the intricacies faculty WOC contend 
with as an educator in the academy. 

Microaggression 

	 Microaggressions are verbal, behavioral, and environmental insults that 
communicate derogatory messages that are targeted at an individual or group 
(Sue, 2010). When considering the unique intersections of race and gender for 
faculty WOC, they are often at higher risk which the literature commonly refers 
to as “double-jeopardy” (Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003). Microaggressions, 
whether intentional or unintentional can seemingly appear to be trivial, but 
overtime can be detrimental and cumulative. Zakia summarized encounters with a 
white supervisor: 

I found myself being hypervigilant about my appearance. If I styled my hair 
differently, I could expect a comment about my “unique” hair style. I once 
recall wearing sneakers because we were packing up our office to move to a new 
location and receiving a long up and down stare followed by “aren’t we casual 
today” even though I was walking alongside a white male colleague in similar 
attire, he was not questioned about his footwear or the way he dressed that day.

Studies examining microaggressions in education have found that some 
ramifications of these ongoing slights are an invalidating and hostile campus 
climate, lower work productivity as well as mental and physical health distress 
(Dodge, 2019; Sue et al., 2009; Williams et al., 2021). Despite these negative 
consequences, recipients of these microaggressions are hesitant to call out the 
behaviors in fear they will be labeled hypersensitive or paranoid (Sue et al., 2009). 
 

Tenure Process

	 Attaining tenure is an important milestone for faculty members in academia. 
However, triumphing the process can be challenging for many, especially for 
women, and more so for WOC. Studies show that women are less likely to be 
tenured and promoted than men (Chen, Kim, & Liu, 2021; Gumpertz, Griffith, & 
Wilson, 2017). Furthermore, women also tend to leave an institution pre- tenure. 
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This section highlights the experience of Elma who did not successfully progress 
through the tenure process and ultimately decided to leave the institution. In her 
opinion, there were inconsistencies throughout the process and the battle was 
challenging. This section also highlights a few of the inconsistencies that Elma 
faced in the process. 
	 From the beginning of the five-year tenure process, Elma was evaluated 
annually by a program committee of her peers, which is the first level of review, 
who unanimously voted for her reappointment four years in a row which was also 
endorsed by the Dean. They would offer feedback on ways to remain on track for 
tenure to which Elma remained responsive. Unanimous decisions and frequent 
encouragement led her to believe that she was being directed toward tenure. Later 
she realized that she was being misguided. In her fifth year, when she was up for 
tenure and promotion, their feedback abruptly changed. 

Inconsistency 1

	 Throughout the review process, Elma took the program committee’s feedback 
to indicate she was clearly progressing in a direction that affirmed the program’s 
standards for excellence in teaching. Course evaluation scores are one of several 
avenues that the program committee considers when making their recommendations 
though there is never any stated minimum requirement for course evaluation 
scores. The program committee only requested Elma demonstrate how she was 
addressing student feedback, and to work on documenting an increase in scores 
over her probationary period. Elma did so—consistently—and even provided the 
program committee with additional evidence of teaching excellence, including 
peer observations and examples of her advances in pedagogical techniques. 

Inconsistency 2 

	 In the final year of the tenure process the senior administration gets to evaluate 
the faculty for tenure and promotion. Their feedback stated: 

The program committee notes that the faculty member’s teaching evaluation 
scores have risen, and the Dean underscores this trend. I agree with the Dean 
that the faculty member’s advances are more than the modest gains suggested 
by the program committee. However, her response rate in all courses is very low, 
making it difficult to draw meaningful conclusions from these scores. 

(It is worth mentioning that the low response rate was during COVID when 
everything went remote). 
	 This evaluation was problematic for two reasons. First (and this idea comes 
from background in teaching social sciences research methods, a historically 
unpopular course), students are encouraged, but cannot be compelled to fill out 
the evaluations, which is a clear ethical issue for faculty attempting to gather 
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student evaluation data. Secondly, although it does not need to be reiterated the 
challenges of Spring 2020 (when COVID hit), it must be remembered that these 
circumstances were found to be extraordinary, necessitating the decision to be 
made allowing faculty the option not to incorporate evaluation scores into their 
files. Elma made the decision to include them because the voices of students 
were valuable to her as it reflected on her adaptations to the COVID-19 teaching 
environment. Elma recognized that the response rate was comparatively lower 
than in previous semesters; however, students who chose to fill out the evaluation 
also chose to give voice to their satisfaction with the faculty member’s teaching. 
Furthermore, given the numerous other sources of documentation, it was unfair 
to deny the tenure and promotion based on low response rates for one semester. If 
the response rate was then being used as a priority factor for evaluating a faculty 
member, as it was stated in the senior admin’s letter, there should have been clear 
communication of that to the faculty Union, to faculty members, and to review 
committee members so that a set of standards could be identified. The situation 
with the response rates was another example of inconsistency that Elma faced. 
Some “new” benchmark or objective that was not part of agreed-upon faculty 
plan, nor included in previous reviews. 

Inconsistency 3 

	 Although student feedback is vital for reflection of pedagogy, evidence-based 
research suggests that, unfortunately, student evaluation scores are often biased 
against women, faculty of an international origin, and faculty of color (Endo, 2020; 
Wallace, Lewis, Allen, 2019; Ho, Thomsen, Sidanius. 2009). An outside program 
committee, which is the third level of review, and comprised of university faculty 
that did not work alongside Elma reviewed her tenure files including the program 
committee’s decision to deny tenure. The outside program committee stated: 

We did not find significant areas of concern or negative trends in the evaluation 
scores, especially given that faculty members are teaching courses focused on 
research methods and social welfare history. The outside program committee 
also recognizes that student evaluations are only one factor in the evaluation 
of teaching excellence and -is a very biased (especially against people of color 
and women) evaluation system at that faculty member has submitted multiple 
peer observations of teaching, which are very supportive of her teaching, with 
occasional minor constructive feedback. The outside program committee feels 
that the feedback provided in those letters is reasonable and does not cast a 
negative light on faculty member’s ability in the classroom. Given the evidence 
provided in this reconsideration file, the outside program committee feels that 
there is a high likelihood of systemic bias in the student evaluations.

There are numerous studies and teaching articles written about the careful use 
of student evaluation data in the evaluation of tenure-track faculty as well as the 
biases against women and faculty of color (of which the faculty member is both) 
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(Wallace et al., 2019). In this case, the outside program committee stated that 
student evaluations are only “one” factor in the evaluation of teaching; therefore, 
it was unfortunate that it became the primary factor in the faculty member’s tenure 
evaluation process. 
	 All through her years at the institution, she was repeatedly told that the 
outside program committee is the toughest hurdle to cross. Once it can be crossed, 
everything is smooth sailing. Therefore, their decision gave her hope and renewed 
confidence. She felt valued and worthy. In the history of the institution, the outside 
program committee unanimous vote had never been overturned. In her case it 
was. The provost did not agree with the outside program committee’s unanimous 
vote and their detailed letter, which comprehensively acknowledged her 
contribution and excellence in teaching. Everyone she knew at the university was 
dumbfounded. The reason behind Provost’s decision was related to the response 
rate of the students which seemed absurd. 
	 The President, who had the power to overturn the decision, did not act on her 
behalf. Basically, the administration made the ultimate decision whether a faculty 
member is good enough for the position even though appropriate consideration 
of the outside program committee (comprised of faculty members from other 
programs) decision would have been more logical. Elma was left viewing the 
tenure process as flawed and experienced how goal posts were shifted without 
warning. 

Discussion 

	 The experiences shared of the two faculty WOC illustrates the lack of 
consistency and pervasive discrimination that exists in higher education. The 
faculty members had to endure unnecessary stress in teaching, interacting with 
colleagues as well as during the tenure process. This impacted their performance 
and overall confidence in the academy. They not only had to cope with those 
adversities but also had to continuously prove their competencies so that they 
were accepted by their students, colleagues, and administrators. The literature 
shows that many other faculty WOC face similar challenges. 
	 It is important that faculty, staff, students, and administrators in higher 
education are aware of the complex challenges that faculty of color face. 
Institutions would benefit from including diverse faculty in the development and 
implementation of initiatives around diversity and inclusion. Creating a campus 
of equity and inclusion goes beyond having a few diverse faces in faculty and 
administrative positions. Realizing goals related to campus diversity requires 
buy-in and a commitment to engaging in the work to understand the experiences 
of diverse members of the campus community while disrupting the current 
inequitable system. Additionally, members of the campus community, particularly 
faculty and staff, must be willing to engage in dialogue that may be difficult and, 
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at times, uncomfortable. Given the complexities and challenges that come with 
this work, we believe it is critical to begin with a focus on mentorship, training, 
and strengthening policies. 

Mentorship 

	 It is important that the junior faculty, students, and other employees have 
mentors who are aware of the struggles and acknowledge the adversities that 
WOC face in academia. Peer mentorship in every level is vital. There could be 
group mentorship as well. A group consisting of three or four students from 
various races and cultures could be mentees of faculty of color. This would allow 
them to share and gain knowledge from each other. Peer mentorship may also be 
beneficial. Mentors and mentees may set goals by mutual discussion and assess 
them on a regular basis. Culturally appropriate mentorship is very important. 

Training 

	 There should be regular and mandatory training on diversity and inclusion 
administered in the institutions by facilitators well versed in cultural competency 
and inclusive spaces. The training should be interactive, and discussion based 
to allow for opportunities for critical thinking and application. For example, the 
inclusion of reflection exercises may help participants consider their own bias and 
ways to approach situations differently. Institutions may also consider training key 
campus members who can advocate inclusion and equity training and initiatives 
throughout the campus.  Training manuals, which may include overview on 
prejudice, stereotypes, diversity, discrimination, cultural sensitivity etc. can be an 
additional useful resource to be provided to faculty, students, and staff. 

Policies 

	 The need for consistent standards and policies, particularly related to the 
tenure process is essential. Every step should be clearly stated for consistency 
and equity. Elma mentioned her experience of inconsistency that she experienced 
in the process. Even though she followed the standards and recommendation, the 
benchmarks and expectations shifted without notice, which many might argue 
was unethical. 
	 Faculty workload should also be explicitly stated in the faculty manual. In many 
instances WOC works above and beyond to keep up with other faculty members in 
the tenure process. The policies should be clear and simple. Ambiguous language 
that may be misinterpreted by faculty of varied backgrounds should be carefully 
avoided. Like rubrics for students’ assessments, consideration for rubrics to guide 
the tenure process would contribute to consistency and minimize discrepancies as 
well as subjectivity. 
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Critical Pedagogy,
De-MAGA-fication,

and the Struggle
for Democratic Life

Liberal democracy is no longer on life-support in the United States, it is a corpse 
hidden behind the language of myth, misrepresentation, and social and historical 
amnesia. The process of Nazification has almost reached its endpoint and the 
planet hangs in the balance.

—Henry Giroux, The Nazification of American Society 

It is not the fact of liberty but the way in which liberty is exercised that ultimately 
determines whether liberty itself survives. 

—Dorothy Thompson

	 Survivors of 20th century fascism in Europe have three essential warnings for 
those of us still living comfortably within the unfulfilled promises and contra-
dictions of democracy and neoliberal capitalism (Burns 2022). First, the time to 
stop fascism is before it starts. Once fascism gets a grip on the social and political 
imagination; sinks its teeth into the formative educational, economic, political, 
and cultural institutions of a democratic society; controls the police and mili-
tary; undermines trust in free and legitimate elections; labels news media outlets 
that challenge or refute their grasp of facts, truth and reality as untrustworthy or 
“fake;” packs the courts with sympathetic judges at all levels of the judiciary; 
bans books and polices curriculum and pedagogy in the public schools; scape-
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goats minorities; uses threats of violence to terrorize political opponents; and 
elects or appoints a charismatic leader, it will not voluntarily walk away from the 
teat of its power and control. 
	 In the 20th century context of the Third Reich, it’s instructive to remember 
that Kristallnacht (1939), the Night of Broken Glass, signaled not the beginning 
of fascism in Germany, but only its most publicly violent expression at the time. 
Before the organized, mass violence of Kristallnacht shattered the presumption 
that Adolf Hitler and the Nazi party were more bark than bite, their anti-Semitism 
more spectacle and political theater than a mortal threat, most German Jews lived 
in a state of anxious denial, naively believing that never in such an enlightened, 
democratic, and modern society could their anti-Semitic ravings and paranoia 
actually be backed up by real violence and murder. Tragically, the unforeseen 
terror of fascism crystallized on the night of November 9th in the broken glass of 
synagogues, the murder of Jews, the arrest and deportation of 30 thousand Jewish 
men to concentrations camps, and the vandalizing of Jewish schools, homes, and 
businesses. But almost two decades before Kristallnacht, the shadows of fascism 
had begun to darken and distort the political imagination of the German people. 
	 Second, fascism is not to be found in the dustbin of history but germinates 
in what Theodore Adorno (2020) identified as the “reified consciousness” of 
everyday people, the disciplining political culture of vulgar nationalism, “hard 
and cold” methods of schooling, and the fetishization of technology. Brad Evans 
and Henry Giroux (2020), extending the relevance and reach of Hannah Arendt’s 
(1973) work on totalitarianism and Adorno’s (1951) on the social psychology of 
authoritarianism warn that “Fascism is never entirely interred in the past and…
can crystallize in different forms.” In our current historical conjunction, the crys-
tallization of MAGA—the neoliberal fascist bloc of the GOP (Evans and Gir-
oux, 2020)—signals the first real threat to constitutional democracy in the United 
States since the Civil War. 
	 As has always been the case regarding the crystallization of nascent ideolog-
ical formations, “words are the ideological sign par excellence” of germination in 
the political imagination (Voloshinov 1973). Within the sphere of “bad common 
sense” (Gramsci 1971; Crehan 2016), the term fascism is locked within a defini-
tion that refers for many pundits exclusively to the Nazi past at the expense of our 
understanding of the MAGA present. To fight against this, we must “work toward 
redeeming the term from its trivialization and restore it to a proper place in discus-
sions of the moral and political limits of what is acceptable” (Paul Gilroy quoted 
in Giroux 2022a).
	 Third, capitalism and the accumulation of capital won’t save you. As Adorno 
et. al. (1951) discovered in their study of the Authoritarian Personality, fascism is 
a social pathology that emerges in various forms within “free” and “enlightened” 
societies. Building on Adorno’s work, Lewis (2020) correctly sees emergent forms 
of fascism germinating “in the crass impulses circulating throughout a neoliberal 



The Struggle for Democratic Life114

culture industry that revels in self-promotion, the performance of libidinal release, 
stereotyping, sensationalism, hyperbolic outrage, fake news, mediatized consum-
erism, and thoughtless, one-dimensional branding” (p. 14). Two central fictions 
running through all of these crass impulses is, first, the fundamental belief that 
neoliberalism, more than any other economic system, mirrors a natural evolution-
ary state of human competition, desire and domination. Second, that democracy 
and neoliberalism are the same thing. The persistence of this ideological imbri-
cation has helped create an epistemological vacuum in education in which the 
specific knowledge and skills required for democratic life are replaced or simply 
dismissed as unimportant. 
	 People learn that government’s central role is to support the interests of capi-
tal and its accumulation. Within the neoliberal educational imagination, freedom 
is conceived as freedom from government regulation, social responsibility and 
civic obligation. The individual and family are the central units of analysis while 
community and society are looked upon as impositions to individual freedom. 
Decadence is aspirational and self-interest drives progress, innovation and eco-
nomic growth. 
	 This type of economic system of private power, now vastly more global and 
culturally entrenched in the 21st century than it was in post-WWI Germany, does 
not prevent or protect democracies from the rise of fascism. Indeed, as Chomsky 
(2012) points out, “capitalist industrial society…with the effective rule of private 
power” ideologically coheres with the fundamental principles of the authoritarian 
“command economies” overseen by Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin. He writes, “Both 
were, and one of them remains, deeply authoritarian in fundamental commitment, 
and both were very sharply and dramatically opposed to another tradition, the Left 
Libertarian tradition, with roots in Enlightenment values” (pp. 55-56). 
	 Under neoliberalism’s “effective rule of private power,” the individual is re-
leased from the obligations of citizenship and social responsibility into a habitus 
of negative freedom (Fromm 1941). Her central role, particularly if she is a mem-
ber of the working poor and middle class, is to labor and consume. More point-
edly, she labors to consume and consumes to survive: Consumption will set you 
free. Within the logic of neoliberalism, work releases people into a phantasma-
goric field of endless commodified choices of goods and services. Within such a 
Darwinian system, tribes displace communities under the pressure of atomization 
and scarcity. We become strangers, our suspicions and fear of the “other” evolves 
into social pathologies of hatred, violence, and war. The manufactured scarcity 
of goods and public services exacerbate distrust, fuel alienation and seed anomic 
thinking. Neoliberalism’s hegemony lies, in large part, in people defining freedom 
in these terms while placing their faith for security, safety, opportunity, education, 
and health in the hands of private power. 
	 MAGA germinated in Donald Trump’s successful 2016 campaign for POTUS 
and grew and solidified during his one term in office. The January 6th insurrection 
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at the Capitol in Washington, DC was not the culmination of MAGA’s will to pow-
er, but rather its first organized attempt to violently overthrow a democratically 
elected President. Putting a fine point on its evolution from a marginal discourse 
to a home-grown, counter revolutionary fascist bloc of the GOP, Henry Giroux 
(2022) writes: 

The GOP, with its mix of neo-Nazis, conspiracy theorists, religious fanatics, po-
litically corrupt grifters and politicians, January 6th insurrectionists, and right-
wing extremists, are not simply trying to remove Joe Biden from office, ban 
books, turn public and higher education into right-wing propaganda machines, 
eliminate women’s reproductive rights, and define historical, cultural and nation-
al memory through the lens of white replacement theory and a nostalgic longing 
for the age of Jim Crow…They are engaged in a project that should be rightfully 
defined as a counter-revolutionary fascist takeover grounded in the death dealing 
logics of white supremacy, mass violence, and a politics of disposability… 

MAGA utilizes the same democratic and juridical institutions to rise to power 
that it is actively trying to discredit and dismantle. In this way, its script to power 
is similar to Nazism’s rise in Germany and Fidesz’s rise under Victor Orbán’s 
leadership in Hungary. If allowed to formalize its political power, as history has 
shown repeatedly in relation to other fascist movements past and present, it will 
not relinquish its grip without violence. MAGA’s precinct strategy (Lutz 2022), 
its relentless and ungrounded attacks on the legitimacy of local, state and fed-
eral elections, its rejection of verifiable truth coupled with the dissemination of 
“alternative facts,” its assault on public education as an engine of socialist indoc-
trination and, most pointedly, its failed attempt to block the peaceful transfer of 
presidential power is to put into motion the means by which the 226 year reign 
of democracy in the United States either comes to an end or is so radically trans-
formed that it is a democracy in name only.1 
	 Similar to Putin and Orbán, who claim to hold free and fair elections in Rus-
sia and Hungary respectively, MAGA’s rewriting of democracy aligns not with 
democratic principles and constitutional protections as they’ve been outlined in 
the Federalist Papers (Library of Congress), but with autocratic and fascist fanta-
sies of unaccountable violence, social control, and power. It is interesting to note 
that even though the appeal to democracy remains an important rhetorical strategy 
of MAGA and other 21st century fascist leaders and political blocs, that too is 
changing. Within MAGA’s political discourse, democracy has slowly been mor-
phing into an obstructionist ideological formation that impedes its rise to power in 
the United States. No longer a sign of patriotism and American Exceptionalism, 
constitutional democracy is being reframed as a tool of oppression, socialism and 
repressive “woke” culture. 
	 As the radical and marginal forces of fascism force their way into the center 
of political, educational and cultural life, the hegemony of democracy is weaken-
ing in America (Keyssar and Fung 2022). At the intersection of national identity 



The Struggle for Democratic Life116

and civic knowledge, it’s not only weakening at the institutional level, but, more 
significantly, is losing its ability to define what it means to be an American in the 
21st century. MAGA’s reactive and politically regressive discourse on democracy 
represents not just a rebuke to the significant political and educational gains of 
women, Labor, people of color, the (dis)abled, and LGBTQ+ communities over 
the past fifty years, but it also represents a fundamental shift in the political cul-
ture of conservatism. 
	 MAGA unapologetically turns Ronald Reagan, the most touted and respected 
forbearer of modern neoliberal conservatism in the United States, on his head. 
With great fanfare, Reagan (1981) in his inaugural address, echoing the views of 
radical economist Milton Friedman (1951), announced “Government is not the 
solution to our problem, government is the problem.” For MAGA, by contrast, 
democracy is not the solution to our problem, democracy is the problem. Govern-
ment in turn is not the problem, the people running it are. In a complete reversal of 
Reagan, government is perceived as a necessary political lever of MAGA’s power 
and neoliberal fascist agenda. Government, in partnership with private business 
and commercial media formations, can help solve what MAGA might call “the 
democracy question;” that is, the democratization of power across different groups 
and their demand to distribute resources equitably so that all people, regardless of 
race, class, and creed can enjoy equal opportunities for political participation as 
well as for economic and educational success. 
	 From MAGA’s perspective, liberal democracy is a radical discourse that 
threatens the political and cultural hegemony of white, Christian, ruling class, 
heterosexuals throughout the United States. MAGA sees established democratic 
institutions as stepping stones into legitimate governmental spheres of power just 
as it uses the language of democracy, when it serves its anti-democratic purposes, 
to support its propaganda. Strikingly similar to Neumann’s (1963) cogent descrip-
tion of National Socialism’s state of immanent performativity in his opus Behe-
moth, MAGA likewise 

has no political or social theory. It has no philosophy and no concern for the 
truth. In a given situation it will accept any theory that might prove useful; and it 
will abandon that theory as soon as the situation changes…[it] is both capitalistic 
and anti-capitalistic. It is authoritarian and anti-authoritarian. It will cooperate 
with any group in the army or bureaucracy that is amenable to [its] propaganda 
but it will not hesitate to flatter anti-authoritarian movements when it is more 
expedient. It will promise liberation to racial minorities and will sacrifice any mi-
nority if the government of the country is ready to cooperate with [the state]. [It] 
is for agrarian reform and against it, for private property and against it, for ideal-
ism and against it. Such versatility is unattainable in a democracy. (pp. 437-438)

The versatility and fluidity of National Socialism allowed it to outmaneuver its 
democratic opponents whose dysfunction and ideological ambiguity made the 
state impotent against the thaumaturgical spell of fascism. 



Eric J. Weiner 117

	 In its nascent form, MAGA has yet to become the sophisticated machine of 
terror that National Socialism was even in the earliest days of its influence over 
Germany. But once in power, given its recent embrace of violence, lies, and an-
ti-democratic rhetoric, it would be naïve to expect that MAGA will not follow the 
Nazi script as well as Orbán’s path to power. We can anticipate that democratic 
institutions—the judiciary and legislature in particular—will be restructured and 
rewritten with the full support of the GOP to ensure that those in power remain 
there legally. 
	 If MAGA is allowed to follow the fascist script, public education, the soft 
machine of private power, will be tasked with enculturating the young into the 
emergent systems of thought and behavior. By policing knowledge and truth in 
the schools, rationalized on the spurious claims that teachers and professors are 
indoctrinating young people to reject conservative values and embrace social-
ism—as Florida Governor, Ron DeSantis has already done (Ogles 2021)—the 
neoliberal fascist project depends on pedagogies of “manufactured ignorance” 
(Giroux 2021) and sterilized curricula that hides its biases and violent tendencies 
behind contradictory appeals to balance, neutrality, and patriotism. In a direct re-
jection of Jefferson’s (1816) central argument for a mass public education system, 
MAGA makes agnosis (i.e., the cultural production of willful ignorance) a pre-
condition of “freedom,” not its foil (Proctor and Schiebinger 2008; Weiner 2021). 
	 In 2022, it’s instructive to remember that the terror of Nazism was unfore-
seen by the majority of intellectual and economic elites in the Weimar Republic 
in 1920-30s. It was hard for many of them to imagine, even the Jews who were 
its primary target—in spite of (or maybe because of) their cultural achievements, 
economic status, and social capital—that Nazism would be the scourge on hu-
manity that it was. For non-Jews, it was also true that Nazism’s appeal to German 
exceptionalism, ethnic purity, and its anti-immigrant stance was attractive to some 
German citizens even as they rejected, to varying degrees, its most violent rhetoric 
against Jews and “others” classified as inferior. These Nazi sympathies rose to 
the surface during reconstruction. In post-WWII Germany, according to Mueller 
(2017), “‘ordinary’ Germans—if ever there was such a category of people—ac-
tively resisted denazification. Resentment toward denazification was widespread 
among the German public” (p. 512). 
	 To reiterate, I am not arguing that MAGA in 2023 in the United States is the 
same thing in form and/or function as 20th century Nazism or Fidesz in Hungary, 
but it remains to be seen what it is capable of in terms of violent actions against its 
enemies as well as its ability to overturn elections, control public school curricu-
lum and teaching, and seize control of media. The violence of the January 6 insur-
rection at the Capitol suggests that MAGA has no qualms about using violence to 
achieve its political ends. 
	 In light of this analysis of MAGA, we need to address the following ques-
tions: How can “we, the people” of the United States not just fight against the 
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counter-revolutionary forces of neoliberal fascism in a way that respects demo-
cratic values and laws, but initiate an effective pro-democratic, counter-offensive 
that peacefully reestablishes the hegemony of democracy? What role should edu-
cation and public schooling play in this counter-offensive, pro-democracy action? 
To play with the title of Adorno’s (2020) lecture on Hesse Radio on April 18, 
1966, “Education after Auschwitz,” what should education and schooling look, 
feel, and sound like before the nascent fascist formation of MAGA can fully es-
tablish itself in America? In other words, as MAGA’s darkening shadow blurs and 
obscures the promise of democracy from within the courts and Legislature in the 
United States, what kind of educational apparatuses do we need to help stop it? 

Critical Pedagogy and the Development
of an Antifascist Educational Complex 

	 A crisis of democracy in Germany during the Weimar Republic gave rise to 
National Socialism in Germany (Neumann 1963). The crisis was characterized 
by “sharpened social antagonisms, the breakdown of voluntary collaboration, the 
destruction of parliamentary institutions, the suspension of political liberties, the 
growth of a ruling bureaucracy, and the renaissance of the army as a decisive po-
litical factor” (Neumann, pp. 33-34, 1963). Nazism turned the democratic crisis 
in the Weimar into an emergency in which imperialist expansion overwhelmed 
a political culture paralyzed by its own internal dysfunction and contradictions. 
Over the course of a decade, the emergency rose to the measure of disaster. Not 
unique to the psyche of Germans, any population that is desperately atomized, 
economically beleaguered, ideologically lost, politically resentful, eager to follow, 
and unprepared to lead—a population with a desublimated authoritarian person-
ality—can find itself enchanted with dictatorial power, seduced by its promises 
of comfort and security, and prostrated to its program of violence and irrational 
ethnic hatred. 
	 In the Weimar, Neumann (1963) writes, “The Socialists could not create a 
democratic consciousness because it was trapped in contradictions” (p. 29). The 
Socialists were trapped between the rock of communism and the hard place of na-
tionalism/capitalism. This contradiction made them impotent in the fight against 
National Socialism because they lacked a coherent ideological vision for the 
country. The Socialists were defeated as much by their own failure to act deci-
sively and coherently against Nazism as they were by Nazism itself. The crisis of 
democracy in the United States suggests a contradiction of the same magnitude 
but in a different configuration. 
	 The contradiction between capitalism and democracy, i.e., between private 
power and the public interest, prevents liberals from creating a democratic con-
sciousness in the American political imagination. Between the rocks of socialism 
and communism and the hard space of capitalism, liberals are left appealing to 
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some abstract notion of democracy in its facile fight against the rise of MAGA. 
But absent a democratic consciousness, the appeal they make is nonsensical. Nei-
ther their constituencies nor their opposition know enough, beyond the mechanics 
of voting, about what democracy is and entails for their appeal to generate any 
real sense of emergency. The contradiction not only prevents them from creating 
democratic consciousness, but it undermines the legitimacy of their warning. If 
they were concerned about democracy, then they would have to be critical of neo-
liberalism, which they are not. This paralyzing contradiction helped give birth to 
MAGA, just as it hobbles liberal’s efforts to stop it. 
	 As a nascent neoliberal fascist political movement, MAGA is a symptom of 
the crisis, not its cause. Whether it continues to evolve into a political formation 
that has the power to turn the current crisis into a catastrophic disaster remains 
to be seen. But as Arendt (1954) and Giroux (2021) have recognized, a crisis of 
democracy suggests a crisis of education as well. A crisis of education in free 
societies and its relationship to failing democratic states and strengthening fascist 
regimes is both positive and negative. 
	 In its positive orientation, a lack of critical knowledge and democratic in-
struction has helped produce a citizenry deskilled in the habits and demands of 
democratic life. With the exception of education for the economic elite and politi-
cal class, critical and creative thinking have been replaced by a form of vocational 
training and commodified citizenship at all levels of schooling. The authority of 
public education to prepare young people to govern has been undermined by MA-
GA’s relentless attacks on pluralistic curricula, the teaching of historical truth, and 
“woke” pedagogies. 
	 In its negative role, the crisis of education manifests as a series of silences 
and ideological blind spots. In the absence of critical insight, the emergence of 
neoliberal fascism remains hidden within formations of manufactured ignorance 
driven by relentless propaganda about freedom, violence and choice. The veil of 
ignorance is created using techniques of manipulation and indoctrination similar 
to those used by the Nazis during their rise to power. By subjecting the American 
people to “unceasing tensions” through relentlessly repetitive propaganda on per-
petual streaming for-profit media machines (Neumann p. 438, 1963), convergent 
forces are reshaping the politics of everyday life in the United States just as they 
allowed intersecting tributaries of fascist power and violence to flow relatively 
unforeseen throughout Germany in the early 1930s. From those rare corners of 
critique where the potential for terror was intuited, a general malaise and anomie 
created wide-spread political ambivalence across different sectors of civil society 
(Neumann 1963). Whether unforeseen, ignored or underestimated, a crisis of edu-
cation helped support the rise of Nazism and the fall of democracy in the Weimar. 
	 Because the emergencies ignited by fascism in Germany correlated with a 
crisis of education, after the defeat of Germany in the WWII, the Allied forces 
looked to the educational sphere as a fertile geography of reeducation, denazifica-
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tion, and democratic enculturation. Although their reeducation and denazification 
initiatives had varying degrees of influence over the German people’s embrace of 
democracy and rebuke of National Socialism, they suggest several ways MAGA 
might be defeated before it has a chance to transform the current crisis of democ-
racy into a fascist disaster. As I read it, the central educational challenge rests 
on pro-democracy educators and other political workers success in establishing a 
coherent system of interlocking apparatuses of liberation that can support a revi-
talization of democratic consciousness. 
	 Beyond a focus on schooling, the development of these interlocking appara-
tuses of liberation will require us to release what Maxine Greene (1985) calls our 
social imaginations from the constraints of positivistic and instrumental thinking; 
from the iron cage of rationality and efficiency (Weber 1994); from the hegemony 
of sutured knowledge and paradigms of educational thought (Kuhn 1970); and 
from, finally, the terror of freedom (Fromm 1941). Critical pedagogy, more than 
fifty-years in process, practice and development throughout the world, is, for rea-
sons that I will discuss, the most forceful and complex political tool for develop-
ing anti-fascist interlocking apparatuses of liberation in our current times. 
	 Critical pedagogy, like historical knowledge for Foucault (1977), is an edu-
cational praxis “not made for understanding; it is made for cutting.” Against the 
grain of traditional and conservatizing forms of schooling and education, critical 
pedagogy “proposes that education is a form of political intervention in the world 
and is capable of creating the possibilities for social transformation…In the broad-
est terms, [it] is a moral and political practice premised on the assumption that 
learning is not about processing received knowledge but about actually transform-
ing it as part of a more expansive struggle for individual rights and social justice” 
(Giroux and Paul 2022; see also Simon 1992). As such, it provides a framework 
for reeducating a diverse citizenry that has been seduced by the false promises of 
neoliberal fascism. Education, from the perspective of critical pedagogy, becomes 
critical to the extent that it can disrupt and transgress the normative power of cul-
ture and the formative culture of power to blind and desensitize people to modern 
rationalizations of violence and the educational forces of socialization that rewrite 
domination as a virtue of love and power (hooks 2013). 
	 Under the broad umbrella of what I am calling first wave critical pedagogy, as 
it has been developed in theory and practice most notably by Henry Giroux, Peter 
McLaren, Stanley Aronowitz, bell hooks, Donaldo Macedo, Paulo Freire, Michael 
Apple, Myles Horton, Roger Simon, and Joe Kinchelo, we find a second wave of 
critical educational discourses that build upon the central tenants of critical peda-
gogy but deepen and focus its attention and intentions on different dimensions of 
the liberatory project. 
	 Critical pedagogy is a constellational theory and praxis that addresses a range 
of issues from a vast geography of spaces and places that arise out of the inequi-
table distribution of power and resources within defined and imbricated historical 
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contexts. At the center of critical pedagogy’s broadly defined educational/politi-
cal project is a concern with the “how” of power, knowledge, language, identity, 
culture, capital, ideology, violence, democracy, domination, resistance, empow-
erment, community, schooling, public pedagogy, curriculum, creativity, critical 
thinking, and individual and collective freedom. 
	 The second wave of critical pedagogy, building upon and extending these 
centralizing concerns, includes an array of work about a range of issues that are 
nevertheless grounded in the ethical principles and central concerns of first wave 
critical pedagogy. “What is most important to note,” writes Lewis (2020), “is that 
the constellation, as a whole, illuminates a certain outline of antifascist educa-
tion…No single educational form is adequate to the task of an antifascist educa-
tion. Instead, they must be aligned…in order for the potentiality within each to 
swell up and become an alchemical agent” (pp. 27-28). Although using the notion 
of a constellation to describe Walter Benjamin’s antifascist educational projects, 
Lewis’s idea of a constellation works as a metaphor for critical pedagogy and its 
relationship to other critical educational theories and practices. 
	 Critical pedagogy is not a single educational form nor is it at the top of some 
arbitrary hierarchy of critical theories and practices. It is also not being located 
chronologically as “first” in a series of contributions to educational and political 
thought. This is not what I intend by naming a first and second wave of criti-
cal pedagogy. Rather, critical pedagogy represents a constellation of intersecting 
ideas, practices and theories that began with the question of equity, power, and 
schooling, and like the universe itself, is expanding brilliantly from its center. The 
first wave of critical pedagogy owes an enormous debt to a vast amount of work 
in various disciplines over the course of the decades that preceded what I am 
calling the first wave. Yet, it is also true that this first wave of critical pedagogy 
scholar and practitioners developed, synthesized, and organized a coherent system 
of critical thought related to schooling and ideology in a way that was novel, con-
troversial, and influential. 
	 The constellation of critical pedagogy now includes a vast array of brilliant 
and complex work under the headings: anti-racist pedagogies, critical literacies, 
critical feminist pedagogies, post-colonial pedagogies, critical disability studies, 
critical race theory in education, radical democratic pedagogies, critical indige-
nous pedagogies, border pedagogies, critical media literacies, New Literacy Stud-
ies (NLS), critical pedagogies of cultural studies, aesthetic pedagogies, culturally 
responsive pedagogies, and certain strains of post-modern pedagogies. Drawing 
energy from interdisciplinary work in sociology, political science, philosophy, 
cultural studies, social psychology, linguistics, history, epistemology, and educa-
tion, second wave intellectuals working within the constellation of critical peda-
gogy are creating dynamic tools and strategies of radical transformation for these 
unprecedented times. In the current historical conjuncture, this second wave of 
educators/intellectuals continues to develop, theorize, refine, practice, and extend 
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the reach of critical pedagogy. All of this work represents a vast and expanding 
constellation of critical pedagogy that the pro-democracy/antifascist movement 
must leverage in the struggle against the rise of neoliberal fascism. But they all 
need to recognize themselves in each other and each other in themselves. Once 
this occurs, the expanding and inclusive constellation of critical pedagogy be-
comes a radical educational movement for social change. 
	 As a radical educational movement, the intersectional roles of all of these 
different modalities of critical pedagogy should be to develop and build, in coop-
eration with each other, formative cultural/educational apparatuses that can create 
and nurture democratic consciousness, support dissident intellectual educational 
work, and protect teachers, students and other pro-democracy workers who are 
struggling to reestablish and deepen democratic values in the United States and 
abroad. 
	 Extending some of the central lessons of reeducation and denazification ini-
tiated in post WWII Germany, I will now discuss briefly how critical educational 
work within the constellation of critical pedagogy can help develop anti-fascist 
cultural/educational apparatuses. These cultural/educational apparatuses would 
have a positive thrust in terms of their pedagogical role in creating the conditions 
that will allow people to learn both in and out of schools about the essential obli-
gations of democratic citizenship particularly as they intersect with the ideals of 
what I call critical pluralism. Critical pluralism recognizes the need for a radical 
theory of difference that rejects cultural relativism; that is, it is a way of respecting 
certain differences without abandoning an ethics of critique and accountability. 
It is neither a winner-take-all format for political engagement, interaction, and 
transformation, nor is it an anything goes framework for determining how we 
should live and work within communities of difference. Beyond the scope of this 
essay, suffice it to say that critical pluralism is a discriminating discourse that is 
ethically constrained by a complex philosophical system of rights, fairness, social 
responsibility, individual accountability, and political obligations. 
	 These cultural/educational apparatuses also have a negative role to play in 
terms of their influence at the cultural level to discipline discourses of social and 
political violence, intimidation, and irrational discriminations such as those based 
on race, class, gender, religion and sexuality. From the negative comes a positive 
form of freedom. The paradox of freedom in a democracy is that it must be con-
strained for it to be effectively lived. It is imperative that these developing edu-
cational apparatuses are structured to help de-Maga the schools, particularly in 
terms of curriculum and pedagogy. The question of personnel is more complicated 
as the Allied forces learned in relation to their attempts to purge Nazis from po-
sitions of pedagogical authority (Tent 1982). But some kind of standard needs to 
be developed in terms of who, in ideological terms, is qualified to teach children 
under the ethical constraints of critical pluralism and democratic principles. 
	 De-MAGA-fication efforts would also have to be focused on commercial and 
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social media and other cultural sites where fascist ideologues in partnership with 
neoliberal oligarchs are working to mis-educate people through persistent lies and 
propaganda. Adorno writes, “Fascist propaganda has only to reproduce the ex-
istent mentality for its own purposes—it need not introduce a change—and the 
compulsive repetition which is one of its foremost characteristics will be at one 
with the necessity for its continuous reproduction” (quoted in Lewis, p. 14). This 
is in part why Neumann (1963) identifies the soft spots of commodified democrat-
ic culture as a central staging ground for National Socialism. Similarly, the soft 
spots of democratic culture in our current times are being successfully exploited 
by MAGA to solidify its political rise to power. 
	 One general lesson from the Allies’ reeducation and denazification cam-
paigns that correlates with the crisis of education and democracy in our current 
times is their sensitivity to German cultural literacies and the correlational im-
portance of national identity in relation to unlearning the discourse of National 
Socialism. In order for their project to instill democratic values and habits of 
mind on one hand, while on the other trying to remain sensitive to German sov-
ereignty, they had to install German people into leadership positions (Tent). It 
was imperative that German citizens play a central role in the development of a 
democratic state aligned with the educational and cultural apparatuses of what 
the French, British and American forces hoped would be the beginning of a new 
free-market democracy.2 
	 In the United States today, pro-democracy/de-MAGA-fication efforts would 
be well served to recruit critical workers from the parishes where MAGA forces 
are strongest. With the financial, security, and philosophical support of critical 
educational intellectuals from pro-democracy strongholds throughout the United 
States, local teachers and business and religious leaders should be central figures 
in both the positive educational project of democracy and the negative project of 
de-MAGA-fication and cultural reorientation. These people speak the same lan-
guage and understand, better than outsiders to the community, what might be driv-
ing their neighbors to support fascism and reject democracy. From town hall style 
debates and cultural education through films, theater and concerts, de-MAGA-fi-
cation and pro-democracy education needs to focus on the soft spots of ideolog-
ical production in the localities where support for fascist ideology is strongest. 
There is precedent for such work like the anti-authoritarian/pro-democracy edu-
cational efforts that swept the country in the 1930s (Lepore 2020), another time in 
US history where democracy was on the ballot, but threatened by the seductions 
of Soviet-style communism more than National Socialism. Civil Rights marches 
and rallies in the south also provide examples of radical dissident movements for 
racial justice that took their critical pedagogy into the southern heart of whiteness. 
	 What I am proposing is a long-term educational strategy, what Raymond 
Williams (1961) called a “long revolution,” that will need the strong support of 
federal and state governmental authorities and the police, military, and culture 
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industry. Germans had the benefit of a strong central democratic ally in the Allies’ 
military and educational commitment in time and money to antifascist policies 
and programs. Without a centralized and highly organized pro-democratic for-
mation driving these anti-MAGA/pro-democracy initiatives, there is little chance 
that anything can be done in the short-term to stop MAGA’s rise to power and to 
buttress education’s essential relationship to democracy. It’s worth remembering 
that without federal military support in the 1950s, schools in the southern United 
States would have refused to the follow the newly passed federal law to racially 
integrate the public schools. After the south lost the Civil War, they would have 
tried to maintain slavery if the north didn’t send in troops to secure its military/
political victories and enforce abolition. Once the north retreated as a gesture of 
compromise with the Southern Democrats, Jim Crow codified racial apartheid 
in many states throughout the United States. Equally devastating to black com-
munities, the federal military’s retreat from the south helped to hollow out the 
significant economic, political, and educational gains made by free black people 
throughout the south during Reconstruction. 
	 All of these examples point to a central paradox of democratic education. 
Radical democracy is an ideology that requires at some point in its evolution a 
fundamental decentralization of formal governmental authority. Official gov-
ernmental power must be democratized in a functioning democracy. From the 
philosophical perspective of classic liberalism, democracy references a form of 
governance of, by and for the people. Self-determination and individual liberties 
are constrained by an array of civic obligations which, in turn, are guided by a 
public philosophy of laws, rights and responsibilities. Absence the radical democ-
ratization of power, neoliberal democracy risks becoming a veil of authoritarian 
ideology in the form of private power that hides the centralization of its political 
and economic authority behind appeals to freedom and choice (Chomsky 2012). 
For democracy to be realized in terms of the creation of a radical democratic hab-
itus, a form of centralized power must first be installed into formative political, 
cultural and educational institutions to both protect against the germination and 
rise of authoritarianism and to release a constellation of critical pedagogies into 
the schools and society. 

Notes
	 1 In 2011, Joseph Stromberg at the Smithsonian Magazine writes: “According to Harry 
Rubenstein, chair and curator of the Division of Political History at the American History 
Museum, the symbolic birth of our system of government didn’t come until its noble ideals 
were actually put to the test. On September 19, 215 years ago, Washington published his 
farewell address, marking one the first peaceful transfers of power in American history and 
cementing the country’s status as a stable, democratic state.” See https://www.smithsonian-
mag.com/smithsonian-institution/the-real-birth-of-american-democracy 83232825/
	 2 Beyond the scope of this essay, suffice it to say the Soviets wanted something very 
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different for the German state regarding its economic structures. Also beyond the scope of 
this essay, but important to mention, the Allied forces didn’t acknowledge that their uncrit-
ical acceptance of capitalism’s compatibility with democracy might have had something to 
do with democracy’s failure during the Weimar.
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Tradition as Transformation:
The Role of Pashtun Hujra

in Conflict Resolution,
Peacebuilding, and Social Change

Introduction

	 Indigenous institutions and social processes have long been viewed as focal 
spaces for peacebuilding, conflict resolution, transformative learning, and social 
change among many cultures and communities across the world. However, due 
to a multitude of issues relating to colonization, the enforcement of neocolonial 
and neoliberal models of governance, and armed conflicts, the role and essence 
of indigenous institutions, structures, and processes have been underappreciated, 
underutilized, and largely relegated to merely symbolic structures. Most disci-
plines within international development and social sciences that focus on peace 
and conflict studies have cultivated a bureaucratic interpretation of peacebuilding, 
closely aligned with liberal and subsequently neoliberal approaches to statebuild-
ing. This evolution has contributed to a robust international peacebuilding archi-
tecture. However, its integration with local and indigenous contexts has been com-
paratively underwhelming. Critics contend that liberal peace models have overly 
emphasized elite power dynamics and colonial legacies, relying on problem-solv-
ing methodologies and positivist epistemologies. Such models have been inad-
equate in addressing the complexities, agency, and hybridity inherent in human 
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societies, including local and tribal institutions (Groom, 1991; Richmond, 2018) 
Furthermore, they often overlook how inequality can foster conflict. To enhance 
peacebuilding, there is a pressing need to prioritize cultural relevance and adopt 
decolonial strategies, moving beyond the constraints of neoliberal epistemological 
frameworks.
	 The twentieth century witnessed the development of an international 
framework of peace, centered around liberal interpretations of law, institutions, 
norms, economic systems, and intervention practices. Since the Cold War, West-
ern/Eurocentric models of conflict-resolution and governance have been heavily 
applied as a universal approach, with the most prominent being the liberal peace 
model (also known as liberal peacebuilding) in the Global South. Mainly utilized 
in the post-Cold War period, and built upon the Western Enlightenment frame-
work, liberal peacebuilding holds universal values as its ethos, arguing that one 
can view the world through a “universal and ahistorical matrix” (Tanabe, 2017, p. 
449). Essentially, the liberal peace model ignores local actors, historical contexts, 
cultural processes, and indigenous institutions, opting instead for state-led pro-
cesses that offer top-down solutions. This model has been broadly criticized for 
its minimal impact and even further proliferation of issues as its proposed solu-
tions and attempted application have been almost entirely rejected by the locality 
(Yousaf & Poncian, 2018). As such, the introduction and attempted application of 
this model to many conflict-ridden areas and societies has failed and even wors-
ened situations as it is largely viewed as a form of further western imperialism 
and colonization (Ahmad & Muhammad, 2019; Yousef & Poncian, 2018). Thus, 
there has emerged a growing consensus among academics and practitioners in dis-
tancing from such approaches and instead adopting culturally relevant, communi-
ty-oriented models that consider the values, processes, institutions, and structures 
of the locality as its ethos (Gray et al., 2008; Spitzer & Twikirize, 2019).
	 One of the most notable instances where the liberal peace model and oth-
er Western/Eurocentric approaches to peacebuilding and conflict resolution have 
been ineffective involves the tribal Pashtuns of Pakistan and Afghanistan. In re-
cent post-conflict efforts, the key Pashtun indigenous institution for social co-
hesion, change, governance, peacebuilding, and conflict-resolution—the Hujra 
—has been replaced by approaches that favour Western/Eurocentric values and 
models in which historical and contemporary contexts are ignored, cultural pro-
cesses and strategies are discredited, and key local actors are disregarded in favour 
of “state-sanctioned legal and political definitional approaches” (Alfred & Corn-
tassel, 2005, p. 600; Yousaf & Poncian, 2018). As such, the post-Cold War liberal 
peace model that has been attempted in application to the Pashtuns has almost 
wholly failed in bringing about peace and transformative social change to such 
areas and communities. Thus, the literature has identified a pressing need to re-in-
troduce and empower indigenous institutions such as the Hujra as the central play-
er in peacebuilding, conflict-resolution, and transformative social change among 
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Pashtuns (Alam, 2021; Ahmad & Muhammad, 2019; CAMP & Saferworld, 2012; 
Dawar, 2019; Yousaf & Furrukhzad, 2020; Yousaf & Poncian, 2018)
	 This article seeks to understand the historic role of the Hujra in conflict res-
olution, peacebuilding, and transformative social change among the Pashtuns as 
well as identify its application in being used, once again, as the key model to 
achieve such results, both within Pashtun-dominant areas in Pakistan and Afghan-
istan as well as among the Pashtun diaspora abroad. First, the article will give a 
historical overview and analysis of the Pashtun tribe, followed by an explanation 
of the indigenous institution and social process that is Hujra. The historical and 
contemporary role of the Hujra among Pashtuns in Pakistan and Afghanistan will 
also be analyzed to determine its role in conflict-resolution, peacebuilding, and 
transformative social change efforts. Then, examples of indigenous institutions 
around the world similar to the Hujra will be analyzed to understand how such 
institutions and processes have been, and can be, used as the focal point for foster-
ing and developing transformative social change among conflict-ridden, post-co-
lonial societies and communities. Finally, the article will conclude with outlining 
the potential of utilizing the Hujra among the Pashtun diaspora abroad, especially 
regarding specific issues they face in relation to refugees, migration, settlement 
stressors, gender justice, mental health, and family well-being.

History of Pashtuns

	 The Pashtuns, also known as Pakhtun or Pushtuns, are a Pashto-speaking, 
Indo-Iranian ethnic group that mainly inhabit eastern Afghanistan and northwest 
Pakistan, along the Durand Line that separates the tribal group between the two 
countries (Jamal 2016; Minahan, 2014; Siddique, 2014). Comprising about 15% 
of the population, the Pashtuns are the second-largest ethnic group in Pakistan and 
are the largest ethnic group in Afghanistan at over 40% of the population, with 
a total global population of 50 million (Siddique, 2014; Yousaf, 2019). As such, 
the Pashtuns are “the world’s largest tribally organised society” (Siddique, 2014, 
p.13). Historically, the Pashtun people who inhabit these largely tribal areas have 
been caught in never-ending conflicts for over 2500 years, with notable recorded 
wars being fought against Alexander the Great’s conquests, the Persians, the Mon-
gols, and the Moguls (Bearden, 2013). These conflicts have continued into the 
modern-day as contemporary conflicts including extended and devastating armed 
resistance to the colonial British in the 19th and 20th centuries, the Soviet Inva-
sion of Afghanistan in the 1980s, the Taliban’s rise to power in the late 90s, the 
U.S. War on Terror post-9/11, and never-ending intercultural rivalries that divide 
Afghanistan and even factions of the Pashtun tribe itself. 

Pashtunwali

	 In the face of non-stop armed conflicts and threats, the Pashtuns have created 
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and evolved coping-mechanisms and survival techniques in the set of social and 
moral codes that dictate the behaviour, norms, and expectations of individuals, 
society, and the entire tribe in general (Hawkins, 2009; Suleiman-Khel, 2013). 
Pashtunwali—literally meaning “the way of the Pashtuns”—represents the most 
encompassing code adhered to by Pashtuns and is largely cited as the Magna 
Carta of Pashtuns (Dawar, 2019; Hawkins, 2009; Shukla, 2015). This unwritten 
normative code sets clear and strict norms and expectations for all Pashtuns to 
follow, and essentially provides the Pashtun people with a “specific national iden-
tity and culture” (Suleiman-Khel, 2013, p. 20). In fact, Pashtunwali is comprised 
of many “unwritten codes that compensate for the lack, or inefficiency, of state 
institutions” (Siddique, 2014, p. 14). As such, Pashtunwali is centered around the 
“cultural notions of reconciliation, pride, honour, hospitality, and justice” (Drum-
bl 2007; Yousaf & Furrukhzad, 2020, p. 7). It is in this sense that the key codes 
and tenents of Pashtunwali are created: Jirga (council), nang (honour), melmastia 
(hospitality), badal (reciprocity), and nanawatai (asylum), among others (Dawar, 
2019; Elahi, 2015 Hawkins, 2009; Mehmood, Haider, & Ali, 2017; Shukla, 2015; 
Siddique, 2014; Yousaf & Furrukhzad, 2020; Yousufzai & Gohar, 2005).
	 In popular fiction, Pashtunwali is often depicted as a strict and uncompro-
mising code of conduct that is followed unquestionably by Pashtuns, and as a 
primitive and outdated way of life that conflicts with modern values (Aziz et al., 
2021). When it comes to the portrayal of Pashtunwali, it is important to consider 
the impact of colonialism and the psychographic biases of non-Pashtun writers. 
Throughout history, colonial powers have often depicted Pashtuns as backwards 
and uncivilized, and their portrayal of Pashtunwali has often focused on its vio-
lent aspects, such as revenge and honor killings (Shah et al., 2012). This has had 
a lasting impact on how Pashtunwali is understood and viewed by non-Pashtun 
writers and readers. While Pashtunwali may appear to be a set of rigid, primitive, 
and unyielding rules to outsiders, it has played a significant role in maintaining 
social cohesion and resolving conflicts within Pashtun society and continues to 
have relevance in modern times (Yousaf & FurrukhZad, 2020).
	 Pashtunwali has been a powerful force in shaping the tribal affairs of the 
region throughout history. As Ahmad (1980) notes, the principles of Pashtunwali, 
including hospitality, revenge, and the importance of tribal identity, have had a 
profound impact on the social, political, and economic aspects of Pashtun society. 
The tribal system of governance and dispute resolution, based on the principles of 
Pashtunwali, has played a crucial role in the state of affairs of Pashtuns. However, 
as Iqtidar (2012) highlights, its impact has also been a source of tension and con-
flict, particularly in the context of the modern nation-state. The traditional tribal 
practices and principles, rooted in Pashtunwali, often clash with the formal legal 
and political systems of the modern state, leading to challenges in reconciling the 
two systems.
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What is Jirga and Hujra?

	 At the heart of Pashtun culture and Pashtunwali, lies the most historic and 
critical institutions—the Jirga and Hujra. Essentially, Jirga refers to the council 
in which tribal elders, stakeholders, and community members convene to consult 
and settle on key matters, while the Hujra is the institutional setting where the 
consultation takes place. As such, the Hujra acts as the central gathering point for 
Pashtun men, in which they congregate, converse, and engage in conflict resolu-
tion, discourse regarding communal and societal issues, and hold dialogue across 
a wide variety of topics (Khan, Ghumman, & Hashmi, 2008). The Hujra is also a 
place where hospitality is extended to visitors, such as guests and travelers, who 
are provided with food, shelter, and protection. It is a central aspect of Pashtun 
culture and is often considered a symbol of Pashtunwali values such as hospitality, 
respect, and community solidarity (Ahmad & Muhammad, 2019). Therefore, the 
Hujra is not solely a social gathering, but rather a form of bonding and exposure 
as critical topics such as politics, family matters, education, health, social issues, 
and more flow in these deep conversations. 
	 Hujra plays a vital role in Pashtun society by facilitating the exchange of 
knowledge and skills across generations, preserving the traditions of Pashtun-
wali (Ahmad & Muhammad, 2019). In addition to its role in imparting collective 
wisdom and skills, the Hujra also serves as a symbol of Pashtun identity and 
unity. It is a place where people from different backgrounds and tribes can come 
together to find common ground and work towards a shared goal. It is in this 
sense, too, that Jirga and Hujra are seen as the binding forces of Pashtunwali as 
they signify and ensure “values of peace, justice, and reconciliation among Pash-
tuns” (Chaudhry and Wazir 2012; Oberson 2002; Yousaf & Furrukhzad, 2020, 
p.7). Held in the highest regard among the Pashtuns, the Hujra effectively acts as 
a “permanent jury, always available to resolve conflicts between neighbors, and 
decisions [are] quick, cheap, unbiased, and honored by people because of their 
collaborative nature” (Khan, Ghumman, & Hashmi, 2008, p.197). Thus, the Hujra 
is widely recognized as the key institution for conflict-resolution, peacebuilding, 
promotion of unity and cooperation among the Pashtun people and transformative 
social change among Pashtuns.

Hujra: Peacebuilding and Transformative Social Change

	 While the Hujra has historically been the center gathering point for addressing 
and solving critical issues among Pashtuns, its key features are most prominent 
during times of war as an effective organizer for lashkar (armed forces) and in 
post-conflict as a center and process for rehabilitation, reconciliation, and recon-
struction. The Hujra finds its strength, especially in times of conflict, through its 
focus on community-collaboration, diffusion of knowledge through elders, mutu-
al trust, and consensus-building, making it a key institution and reliable process 
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in facilitating sustainable and effective social change. Many studies and examples 
have noted the tried and recorded effectiveness and potential of the Pashtun Jirga 
and Hujra in peacebuilding and conflict-resolution in Pakistan and Afghanistan 
after government, military, and (I)NGO interventions failed to achieve its desired 
results (Alam, 2021; Ahmad & Muhammad, 2019; CAMP & Saferworld, 2012; 
Dawar, 2019; Elahi, 2015; Yousafzai & Furrukhzad, 2020; Yousaf & Poncian, 
2018). As the literature records, however, contemporary usage of the Hujra insti-
tution was only employed after liberal peacebuilding models failed in the region 
and caused backlash and greater conflict. To understand the modern-day applica-
tion of the Hujra, its complexities, and its role in Pashtun society post-Cold War, 
one must first examine its role during the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan 
from 1979 – 1989, followed by its corruption post-Cold War, and then its recent 
resurgence in rehabilitation and rebuilding efforts in the Pashtun tribal areas of 
Pakistan.
	 During the Afghan resistance to the Soviets, the Hujra was an empowered 
and critical component of the success of the Afghan mujahideen (freedom fight-
ers) (Siddique, 2014). The key process of the Hujra as a communal gathering 
center was used effectively to consult communities, plan resistance activities, and 
organize militia that ultimately drove out the Soviets. However, seeing that only 
the Pashtuns in Afghanistan could not drive out the Soviet invasion, the United 
States, Pakistan, and their Arab allies empowered religious clerics to create and 
establish a larger platform under the banner of an extremist version of Islam to 
muster a larger-scale and widespread response in the region and across the world 
(Jamal, 2015 Siddique, 2014). As such, while the Pashtuns were no stranger to 
conflict, the imposition of global superpowers resulted in intratribal militancy and 
the empowerment of religious clerics that lead to the weakening of the existing 
social fabric of the Pashtun society. This further led to a gradual erosion of the 
traditional tribal structures and the emergence of new power dynamics based on 
religious affiliations and allegiances, which continue to shape the social and polit-
ical landscape of the region today. Thus, although the Soviet invasion of Afghani-
stan concluded in 1989, the region has since experienced far deadlier conflicts that 
persist in various forms, preventing the society from developing according to its 
own dynamics.
	 The Taliban regime, which came to power in the mid-1990s, sought to replace 
the traditional tribal governance systems with their own interpretation of Islamic 
law, and as a result, the Hujra and jirga were seen as competing power centers that 
needed to be neutralized. They began to target traditional leaders such as elders, 
maliks, and khans, replacing them with religious clerics and imams, historically 
holding little to no power in Pashtun society. The Taliban’s ideology was rooted in 
a distorted and extremist interpretation of Islam, and they sought to impose that 
interpretation on the entire region. However, it is important to note that the Tali-
ban’s rise to power was not solely the result of religious fanaticism, and there were 
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a range of political, economic, and social factors that contributed to their success. 
The Hujra and Jirga were largely identified as being the “central institution that 
challenged the militants,” making it most often targeted for political interests. In 
an effort to take control of the system itself, the Pashtun word Jirga was replaced 
by the Taliban with the Arabic word shura as militants sought to force people into 
mosques and madrassas instead, transferring authority and power away communi-
ties and elders to mosques and clerics (CAMP & Saferworld, 2012, p.1). Suicide 
bombings such as the 2008 Orakzai bombing which killed over 200 tribesmen 
gathered in a Hujra became increasingly common (Siddique, 2014). Additionally, 
economic development had led to the replacement of the communal Hujra by 
individual Baitaks, resulting in a decline in social cohesion and weakened social 
networks (Elahi, 2015). Simultaneously, the Taliban’s targeting of key figures such 
as maliks, khans, and elders who organized and deliberated over the Hujra and 
other Pashtun social processes, disrupted the traditional power structures. This 
left a power vacuum that the tyrants were able to exploit, resulting in a breakdown 
of the local governance system. As a consequence, the Hujra and its key players 
and processes became deliberately targeted by militant groups seeking to seize 
control of the area. This had severe implications for the Pashtuns, as for the first 
time, key institutions and processes had been abandoned for an extremist religious 
mandate that was not present beforehand. As a result, the traditional role of the 
Hujra in maintaining social order and resolving conflicts through collective deci-
sion-making was further weakened. Despite all this, the successful resistances by 
many Pashtun communities were attributed to the support of local Hujra and Jirga 
leaders. While the Hujra and Jirga were certainly targeted by the Taliban and other 
extremist groups, these institutions played key roles in resisting and challenging 
the militants, and in many cases, remained a vital part of Pashtun society and 
governance during the Taliban era (Ullah & Bano, 2019).
	 As the fighting worsened post-9/11, the Taliban and other militant groups 
seized control of the Pashtun tribal belt in Pakistan in the early 21st century. From 
2004-2011, millions of Pashtuns became internally displaced persons (IDPs), ref-
ugees, or migrated to other countries and the normative, binding structures of 
Pashtun culture and society had broken down. These communities faced the ero-
sion of social norms and values that defined their lives while power vacuums were 
created as leaders and elders, largely considered the gatekeepers and transmitters 
of Pashtunwali, were killed. During these years, Hujras played an important role 
in supporting and mobilizing resources for IDPs in Pashtun inhabited areas, as 
local communities would organize themselves to provide essential resources like 
food and shelter for the IDPs. The Hujra, as a traditional gathering place, played 
a critical role in facilitating these efforts. It was used as a venue for meetings 
where community members could coordinate relief efforts, discuss the needs of 
the IDPs, and plan further resource mobilization. In some cases, the Hujra itself 
was used to provide temporary accommodation for IDPs, as local community 
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members would offer space in their Hujras until more permanent housing could 
be arranged. This approach allowed for efficient resource utilization and fostered 
a sense of belonging for the IDPs within the community. The role of the Hujra in 
this context was one of facilitating the social integration of IDPs into their new 
communities and helping to build resilience in the face of displacement, showcas-
ing how Hujras are key factors in creating transformative social change.
	 As Pakistani military-led operations intensified in the tribal areas and Swat 
regions of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), the Taliban and other militants were slowly 
driven out and almost wholly eradicated from the area by 2017 and Pashtuns slowly 
returned to their homelands. However, there now persisted issues of rehabilitation, 
reconciliation, and rebuilding of entire communities, families, and tribes in whose 
social processes and institutions had broken down. It is in this moment that the 
Hujra should have experienced a massive comeback, yet it was largely ignored by 
the government, military forces, and international groups as they imposed their own 
state-mandated, top-down strategies. As a result, new conflicts arose and even wors-
ened between the tribal Pashtuns and government and military agencies as they 
were seen as neocolonialists, bringing about further invasion and oppression. This is 
largely due to the fact that militant enforcement measures and strategies were then 
replaced by government, international, and military-led rebuilding strategies. For 
instance, initial efforts in the area were centered around providing developmental 
funds to rebuild infrastructure, but the government did not consult the local pop-
ulation and even opted to collaborate with religious leaders rather than traditional 
maliks and elders (Alam, 2021). Immediately, these funds and plans were rejected 
by the locality and faced resistance in many areas (Alam, 2021). In the face of this, 
the government repositioned themselves and collaborated with maliks and local 
stakeholders in a Hujra setting that respected and accounted for the Pashtun Jirga 
process, and an agreement was finally reached for the reconstruction of dams, roads, 
and even a university in the tribal areas (Alam, 2021). This proposition was accepted 
by the locality as it considered and utilized for the Pashtun indigenous social process 
that was critical to social acceptance. Thus, the resolve of the Hujra after its corrup-
tion and breakdown by the Taliban and other forces was an essential piece in the 
rebuilding and rehabilitation of entire communities.
	 Further, the Hujra extends beyond rehabilitation and conflict-resolution ini-
tiatives as it acts as an effective institution for transformative social change. As 
noted in a qualitative study by Ahmad & Muhammad (2019), participants inter-
viewed in the Pashtun tribal belt of Pakistan identified the Hujra as the most im-
portant aspect of Pashtunwali, citing nine main functions of the Hujra:

(1) a house of peace, (2) a village judicial complex, (3) as a village parliament, 
(4) as a mean for transmission of peacebuilding knowledge, (5) as a place for 
catharsis and counseling, (6) as a center of music, poetry and storytelling, (7) as a 
space for hospitality and communal relationships, (8) as an agency for communal 
harmony and (9) as a communication hub. (p. 124)
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In another study, the Hujra was identified by participants as the connecting bridge 
between the elders and the youth of the community (Rehman et al., 2021). Many 
youths expressed that the Hujra represents a transformative space of sharing in-
digenous knowledge and learning from elders. This knowledge encompasses a 
broad range of topics such as history, medicine, morals, and religion (Rehman et 
al., 2021). For the elders, the Hujra is a way to teach the youth about morals and 
customs, as well as spend quality time with them through leisurely activities and 
games. Having a space for the community to come together for such activities was 
found to reduce stress and improve the mental health of Pashtuns, especially those 
who work physically demanding farm-based jobs (Rehman et al., 2021). Thus, the 
Hujra is not only essential in the context of conflict resolution, but also in trans-
formative social change as it is an outlet for knowledge to be transferred from one 
generation to another as well as a way to foster healthy community relationships.
	 In his study on overcoming barriers to girls’ education in the Pashtun re-
gion of Pakistan, Jamal (2015) underscores the strategic significance of three his-
torically established and revered institutions within the Pashtun community: the 
men’s guest house (Hujra), the council of elders (Jirga), and the mosque (Jumaat). 
He particularly highlights the Hujra as a pivotal gathering place for village men, 
suggesting it as an ideal venue to initiate discussions about expanding educational 
opportunities for girls. A Jirga member in the Delphi panel in the study noted 
that “the best way to discuss girls’ education is to sit in the Hujra and win the 
confidence of the village elders.” (p. 8). The Jirga itself is another respected and 
venerable institution among the Pashtun tribes. Its backing carries considerable 
weight within the community, given its long-standing prestige and credibility as a 
centuries-old judicial body (Saigol, 2012). The norms and decision-making pro-
cesses of the Jirga encapsulate the indigenous methods by which Pashtuns address 
their social, economic, and political challenges at the village, tribal, and regional 
levels (Wardak, 2003). Thus, the Jirga offers significant promise and serves as 
a potent platform for engaging community elders in tackling pressing issues of 
gender justice in Pashtun society.
	 As noted, the Hujra has a complex and multi-dimensional role in Pashtun 
society, serving as a central institution for political, judicial, cultural, and social 
processes. Politically, the Hujra has played a critical role in the governance and 
administration of Pashtun society (Alam, 2021). It is a space where Pashtun lead-
ers can gather and discuss matters of public concern, make decisions, and forge 
consensus. The Hujra has been a central venue for the selection of community 
leaders and the resolution of disputes (Siddique, 2014). Judicially, the Hujra has 
played a crucial role in the administration of justice in Pashtun society. It is of-
ten the first port of call for individuals seeking justice, and disputes are resolved 
through a collective decision-making process (Yousafzai & Furrukhzad, 2020). 
The Hujra’s decision is typically respected and enforced, even in cases where the 
state’s formal justice system is involved. The Hujra is also the locus for the trans-
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mission and preservation of Pashtun culture and traditions. It is where oral histo-
ries are shared, where poetry and music are performed, and where Pashtun values 
and norms are reinforced. The Hujra also provides a platform for Pashtun art and 
handicrafts, which have significant cultural and economic value. In social terms, 
the Hujra serves as a place for communal gatherings, where people from different 
backgrounds and classes come together to socialize and bond (Elahi, 2015). It is 
a place where hospitality is offered to all, and where people can seek shelter and 
comfort in times of need. The Hujra also provides an important space for tradi-
tional celebrations, such as weddings and other festivals. 
	 The Hujra’s multifaceted role in Pashtun society is critical to understanding 
the significance of the institution in the context of conflict-resolution, peacebuild-
ing, rehabilitation, reconciliation, education, and transformative social change 
(Yousaf & Poncian, 2018). As such, any efforts to address these issues may con-
sider the Hujra as the primary institution for dialogue, consensus-building, and 
the resolution of conflicts in Pashtun society (Ahmad & Muhammad, 2019).

Global Indigenous Institutions:
Pioneering Peacebuilding and Transformative Social Change 

	 As previously noted, globalization, the enduring impacts of colonialism, and 
Western-centric approaches to conflict resolution and social change have margin-
alized indigenous institutions as tools for peacebuilding and transformative social 
change. Yet, contemporary global examples highlight the potential of these in-
digenous institutions to play significant roles in local community transformation, 
offering alternatives to the neoliberal and neocolonial models imposed by Western 
powers, which have often failed to effectively address these issues. 
	 One indigenous institution which has helped to advance peace and trans-
formative social change in their community is the Oromo’s Gada system. The 
Gada is a democratic and socio-political system which has been practiced by the 
Oromo people in Ethiopia for centuries. It encompasses every aspect of Oromo 
social, economic, and political life, and organizes itself into three levels of gov-
ernment: central, regional, and local (Abdurahman, 2019). Through this system, 
male Oromo are elected democratically as leaders and peace is sustained through 
the implementation of traditional Oromo values. The traditional system is orga-
nized into five “classes” with each class consisting of a chairperson, officials, and 
an assembly (UNESCO, 2016). While class membership is open only to men, 
the women are consulted for decision-making on matters relating to women’s 
issues and rights (UNESCO, 2016). Each class is educated and taught through 
indigenous ways of knowing, by oral historians who cover topics of history, law, 
myths, rituals, conduct, and the general function of the Gada. Political meetings 
and social ceremonies take place under a sycamore tree, which is considered a 
symbol of the Oromo people (UNESCO, 2016), and knowledge and practices are 
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transmitted orally through generations. The Oromo people uphold justice by im-
plementing principles of truth and peace-making within their society. As such, the 
conflict resolution of the Oromo people is approached through a “a truth-finding 
process” (Abdurahman, 2019). In times of conflict or dispute, the council selects 
five elders based on their “character of altruism, knowledge of societal rules, and 
willingness to devote their time” (Abdurahman, 2019) to resolve the problem and 
restore peace. They absolutely reject all forms of violent conflict resolution and 
uphold values of freedom, justice, democracy, and solidarity throughout Oromo 
society. Resembling the Hujra, elders are respected through the Gada system, and 
valuable knowledge is transmitted orally in gatherings under symbolically signifi-
cant landmarks, creating a sense of community and transformative social change. 
Although this form of peacebuilding takes a much more informal one, it is proven 
to be more effective for the indigenous communities than the formal state system 
is (Abdurahman, 2019). 
	 Another strikingly similar example of indigenous institutions which work to 
create transformative peace and social changes within their communities can be 
found in the Liberian Palava Huts. These huts are known as “indigenous recon-
ciliatory and non-adversarial process of justice and conflict transformation used 
to resolve disputes” in Liberian society (Danso, 2016). The Palava hut is a centu-
ries-old system that was a part of indigenous ways of life and was recently reintro-
duced into Liberian society after the end of its fourteen-year civil war (Lawson & 
Flomo, 2020; Danos, 2016). Generally convened by an elder within the commu-
nity, informal gatherings are organized within the hut to help seek out permanent 
solutions for disputes regarding theft, marriage, divorce, murder, rape, and more 
(Danso, 2016). The process often includes aspects of truth-telling, accountability, 
forgiveness, and sometimes punishment for offenders (Danso, 2016). In the con-
temporary context, the Palava Hut system is used as a way to help Liberians, espe-
cially those living in rural areas, seek justice and reconciliation after the tragedies 
of the civil war. Initially, a “Truth and Reconciliation Commission” (TRC) was 
established with the same mission, but it saw little success in conflict-resolution 
due to it being a more formal criminal justice system built largely upon Western 
models (Danso, 2016). As a result, the Palava Hut system was then reintroduced 
as a “non-state justice framework” which presents a more community-based and 
“people-to-people” approach (Danso, 2016), showcasing how indigenous ways of 
life can present more practical methods of conflict-resolution than the standard-
ized neo-colonial systems.
	 Additionally, the indigenous circle process, originating from the indigenous 
peoples in North America, serves as an effective and culturally appropriate model 
for fostering transformative social change within communities. These indigenous 
“talking circles,” have proven to be highly effective in groupwork, (re)concilia-
tion, team building, and cooperation (Jennings, Gandarilla & Tan, 2015). Further, 
the indigenous circle process has been increasingly used amongst health practi-
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tioners to “instruct paraprofessionals and community health representatives about 
tribal community health” (Jennings, Gandarilla & Tan, 2015, p.60; Granillo et al, 
2010). Moreover, the indigenous circle process has been used as a form of con-
flict-resolution and consultation and, similar to the Hujra, the indigenous circle 
process plays numerous functions, such as facilitating social cohesion, acting as 
a judicial, political, and decision-making function, support system, being a center 
point for prayer and healing, or even providing refuge to those seeking it. In a 
striking comparison to the Hujra process, the Indigenous talking circle designates 
authority to the eldest person in the room, as they often lead the prayer, discus-
sions, and ceremonial events (Jennings, Gandarilla & Tan, 2015). Furthermore, 
these circle processes offer a peaceful form of communication and dispute reso-
lution mechanism between individuals through healing, teaching, and supporting 
all those involved (Lavallee, 2009).
	 As noted in the examples above, indigenous institutions for conflict-resolu-
tion, peacebuilding, consultation, and transformative social change are working 
around the globe. Engaging in such institutions and processes are critical to the 
wellbeing and approval of local communities, and as shown in the studies, ne-
glecting such institutions usually leads to preventable conflicts and violence be-
tween the local communities and the government and/or foreign actors. As such, 
indigenous institutions must be recognized as a focal point for the facilitation and 
promotion of relations, wellbeing, conflict-resolution, peacebuilding, and social 
change for the indigenous community as well as outsiders who seek to engage 
with the locality.

Hujra as a Tool for Transformative Learning
and Social Change Among Pashtun Diaspora

	 The refugee, immigration, and resettlement process can be inherently stress-
ful, posing significant mental health challenges for many individuals. This concern 
is heightened by additional risk factors, such as experiences in refugee camps, 
traumatic events, family separation, unemployment, poverty, and general instabil-
ity (Fenta, Hyman, & Noh, 2004; Lorenzetti & Este, 2010). It has been observed 
that new immigrants typically first find a sense of belonging within their own eth-
nic groups upon arrival in the host country, before gradually connecting with the 
broader local community (Salami et al., 2019). Social support systems, commu-
nities, and networks are vital for the mental well-being of individuals, particularly 
for immigrants in Canada. However, these crucial support systems are often lack-
ing, forcing immigrants to cope with their new environment with minimal help, 
often relying only on close family members. Numerous studies have highlighted 
the beneficial effects of social support on immigrant mental health, indicating that 
enhanced access to these supports can significantly ease the stress associated with 
cultural adaptation (Dahlan et al., 2019; Salami et al., 2019; George et al., 2015). 
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The Hujra as an institution is an exemplary model that underscores the advantages 
of strong social support and community bonding, especially among men. Given 
these insights, it is essential to promote a sense of belonging and support the inte-
gration of immigrants into both their ethnic and local communities.
	 For Pashtun men, who often come from conservative, traditional backgrounds, 
a culturally resonant framework like the Hujra can be particularly effective. This 
traditional and supportive gathering, conducted in a culturally appropriate manner, 
can help address mental health issues and support healthy family and social rela-
tionships. Adopting culturally relevant approaches such as the Hujra may yield bet-
ter outcomes in addressing sensitive matters like mental health, masculinity, and 
family well being. As a key component of Pashtunwali, the Hujra has been recreat-
ed amongst Pashtun diaspora around the world and can act as an effective form of 
transformative social change among Pashtun diaspora who face unique challenges 
on their own. Unfortunately, the effects of the Hujra on the Pashtun diaspora have 
not been adequately researched and thus persists a major dearth in applying the 
Hujra outside of Pashtun-dominant areas in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Nonethe-
less, the key tenents of the Hujra and its focus on consensus building, community, 
collaboration, transmission of knowledge, and the establishment of relationships 
all can play a key role in its use as a culturally relevant model for transformative 
social change among the Pashtun diaspora in the western world.

Conclusion

	 The Hujra has long served as a pivotal gathering point for the Pashtun com-
munity, particularly during times of conflict and post-conflict recovery, facilitat-
ing rehabilitation, reconciliation, and reconstruction. Its effectiveness stems from 
its emphasis on community collaboration, knowledge dissemination by elders, 
mutual trust, and consensus-building. These features not only strengthen its role 
during crises but also underscore its importance in preserving Pashtun traditions 
and identity through the principles of Pashtunwali. Furthermore, the Hujra acts as 
a hub for inter-tribal unity and a venue for vital cultural exchange, significantly 
impacting community-building and social support.
	 In contemporary contexts, the Hujra continues to prove its relevance by effec-
tively addressing broader social issues, such as education for girls, peace building 
and the challenges faced by the Pashtun diaspora. Its application extends beyond 
traditional settings, offering a culturally attuned approach to the unique stresses of 
immigration and integration in host countries. This adaptability makes the Hujra 
a vital model for social work and social development, emphasizing the potential 
of indigenous institutions in fostering significant social change and aiding immi-
grant communities in culturally sensitive ways. The Hujra exemplifies a dynamic 
and culturally ingrained institution capable of guiding the Pashtun community 
through challenges of both traditional and contemporary natures. As a symbol 
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of identity and a cornerstone of social structure, it holds profound potential for 
promoting peace, justice, and sustainable social transformation, demonstrating 
the lasting relevance of traditional systems in contextual social interventions and 
transformative learning.
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