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Historical Research in Education
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I. Introduction: Historiography, Philosophy, and Theory

The study of history is often regarded and studied as a detached endeavor, a quest for facts through an objective disposition. Historical writing tends to encapsulate a grand narrative, one that explains the events of the past without agents or producers of knowledge; both technicist and positivistic language usually frame such historical writing. Historiography exposes the frames and parameters of historical writing in order to further one’s understanding of the circumstances of the past. Historiography offers a method of intervention in the comprehension of and living in socio-cultural political events.  It is the careful study of historical writing and the ways in which historians interpret the past through various theoretical lenses and methodologies.

 The key element in historiography is the ability to discern how history is mediated by philosophy, ideology, and politics. Such clarity makes history intelligible and accessible, denoting its contemporary presence and significance. Having ownership over the past links the self to others and vice versa, grounding the present with critical consciousness and the future with proleptic responsibility.  Historiography is a consuming project, demanding astute attention to detail in how and what is present and excluded. Yet as students of history emerge from the heuristic process, they have a better chance of sustaining the will to change/ transform the public/ private space in the twentieth century.  In this chapter we will discuss the theory of historiography, its philosophy and methodologies, and outcomes.

Theory of Historiography

Methods within historiography are informed by a theory or theories that construct a set of parameters helpful in asking questions about history, particularly about the relationship between people, events, and the times that create history.  In other words the process of doing historiography does not happen in a theoretical vacuum; it is not just methods, but praxis (informed action).  Hans-UlrichWehler, a social historian from the University of Bielefeld, coins the term historical social science and believes such a historian “approaches society with clearly formulated questions related to social change,” and aims to progressively transform social structures (Iggers, 2005, 70).

  Wehler stresses the goal and purpose of doing historical social science and situates this method in the Frankfurt School’s Critical Theory where political responsibility, human agency, and intellectual efforts are privileged, as well as prioritized. Often an explicit and articulated position on historical events is read as biased, as partial accuracy, yet this assumption presupposes there is a neutral way of reading, understanding, or knowing history. Such practices only further curtail an individual’s ability to critically interpret or narrate a situated history.  Theory and/ or ideology can be regarded as a process through which particular knowledge is produced, public consciousness affected, and reading practices renegotiated. It can facilitate or close off a fluid representation of historical events or figures.

Many perceive theory and history to be mutually exclusive entities, at least those situated in more traditional discourses of history. Others discuss the necessity to highlight or integrate theory into history particularly as an attempt to sustain history in the university, as an academic discipline.  However history is understood, past or present, there are compelling articulations for how theory works through and informs the discourse, appreciation, and writing of history.  Reinhart Koselleck (2002) cites seven essential elements (conceptual history, structural history, chronology, historical conflicts, temporal series, teleology, and monocausality) in the formulation of theory in history. These elements are also fundamental in doing and studying historiography.  Each concept is discussed for its importance to the theorizing of historiography.  

Koselleck (2002) illustrates conceptual history as “…rather, a question of theoretically formulating in advance the temporal specifics of our political and social concepts so as to order the source materials” (5).  The main focus of conceptual history is to organize the overarching themes in a historical period in order to stress recurring patterns in social movements or developments. Conceptual history is structured by topics or issues casting a wider net over space/ time boundaries. Once these patterns are articulated new ways of investigating the past can be uncovered and new lenses of interpretation can be applied. Structural history is situated within a theory of periodization, which asks questions about the historical determination of time (6). 

 Structural history as a lens underscores the technical expressions of space and time.  How we use language to denote time, era, epoch, and so on, as well as the way in which we employ language to determine time in action (friction, ruptures, resistance, combat, etc.) facilitates a critical awareness of temporality, of time lived and revisited. Time is carefully studied to comprehend the conditions of the events of history. We often run the risk of supplanting present values and beliefs on past events without careful recognition of the trappings in simulated time travel. Koselleck cautions his students to be mindful of this phenomenon, thus emphasizes the usefulness in applying structural history.  Chronology, his third element in the theorizing of history, questions the recurrent narration of history as neatly organized sequences.  Koselleck argues:

We must, rather, learn to discover the simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous in our history…And since the large scale problems of developing countries are coming back to haunt us today, it becomes imperative to gain theoretical clarity about the nonsimultaneity of the simultaneous and to pursue related questions. (8)

Interrogating historical chronology invites an intertextual understanding in the construction of history, emphasizing various interpretations and perspectives of any historical event or movement. History shifts dramatically from a positivist epistemology to a constructivist one. Historical conflicts is the next element in Koselleck’s list.  Controversies, disputes, and tensions in history are at the core of historical writing, unresolved conflicts in particularly, those that tend to mutate and change form with the times, sustain students in their continuous pursuit of history. “A historical theory of conflicts can be…developed only by bringing out the temporal qualities inherent in the conflict…In historiography, conflicts are usually dealt with by introducing opponents as stable subjects, …fixed entities whose fictive character can be recognized…” (Koselleck, 2002, 9). In other words, events of the past are told through a story of numerous characters where relational interactions are as central to the story as the characters themselves. This kind of storytelling, mainly focusing on conflicts between places, people or ideas renders a partial story that can rely heavily on the reconstructed history based on the available documents.

 Understanding the limitations of historical conflicts deters the student and researcher of history from replicating fixed or fictive entities. Koselleck then turns to his concept of temporal series to demonstrate the study of a subject through time as a continuous entity. The boundaries of time and space provide a heightened magnifying lens on the selected topic of history bracketing certain information and allowing for closer measuring of the quality of experience. He states, “Moreover, excluding certain questions under certain theoretical premises makes it possible to find answers that would otherwise not have come up; a clear proof of the need for theory in our discipline” (10).  Teleology, the study of final causes, results, or predetermined outcomes, is the next element in the construction of a theory of history.  According to Koselleck the field of history presupposes a teleology, yet whether the historian supports or disputes the finality of history, the way in which history is told/ written is the operative strategy in teaching through history. He contends the following:

If every historian remains rooted in his situation, he will be able to make only observations that are framed by his perspective. These, however, evoke final causes. A historian can hardly escape them, and if he disregards them he relinquishes the reflection that teaches him about what he is doing. The difficulty does not so much lie in the final causality deployed but in naively accepting it. It is possible to come up with as many causes as one wishes for any event that ever took place in the course of history. There is no single event that could not be explained causally…. Stated more concisely: everything can be justified, but not everything can be justified by anything. (11-12)

Both issues of finality and the author’s perspective or position are pivotal factors in the interpretation and analysis of history. Unless the student of history is aware of these conditions she/he will be unable to critically grasp history as a holistic inquiry instrumental to both present and future identity formation and social change.  Koselleck’s final concept of monocausality, where history is explained through one major causal agent, requires reflexivity and critique.  Once again Koselleck cautions his reader in being overly singular in their historical approach. He is not negating that one cause may be predominantly useful in comprehending history; instead that one should not use one cause as default nor exercise ideological tunnel vision. He advocates the investigation of multiple causes and conditions. The seven elements in the theory of history provide cautions and directions on what are necessary contentions in the study of history. The theoretical construction here allows for the student of history to delineate the larger constructs which inform the ways she/he makes sense of past, present, and future.

Another useful theoretical structure through which to examine history is ontology. Ontology is a branch of metaphysics that focuses on how things are the way they are, subjective existence, and the relationships that exist between the self and society. By prioritizing being and existence and using it to conduct historical studies, events and people of the past take on a larger human quality. The quality and nuances of experience are centralized not objectified. Ontology affords another theoretical impetus for the purpose of doing historiography.

Philosophy and Methodology

Philosophy can be used as a conduit, a solution to the theoretical and practical problems raised in the study of history.  To fully grasp how philosophy can serve as a method, one must understand what philosophy produces. It helps to focus on what happens to how the world is perceived when one believes in the tenets of any philosophy. How do the tenets explain reality or human nature? How do these tenets help to clarify the moments in lived experience that may be either accepted or not, yet not fully understood? How can one investigate phenomena that have never been questioned or regarded as questionable? Philosophy provides language and structures through which to understand reality, a platform from which to decode perception, intentions, texts, and experiences.  Philosophy offers specific guidelines for what to ask, how to ask it, how to detect a problem and how to theorize solutions or possibilities.  The sole adherence to any one philosophy can also provide limitations and blindspots in understanding historical phenomena. On the other hand, the integration of several philosophies may address the conceptual restrictions of any one set of tenets.

Methodology provides guidelines for action in the study of a variety of events, people, conditions, ideas, documents, and so on.  What follows are three methodologies, critical interpretation, meta-analysis, and asking unique questions, all of which are integral to engaging in historiography.  Critical interpretation is encouraged while grounded within a serious research of primary and secondary sources.  The author uses this process of research to inform his/her questioning and critical analysis of events, people, policy, norms, beliefs, and values; one “can’t overlook how ideology frames, constructs, and defines what is seen and/ or obscured” (305, Tierney, 2003, Strategies of Qualitative Inquiry, Denzin and Lincoln).  Similar to hermeneutics, the pursuit is of meaning, whether it is through textual analysis, conceptual analysis, post-structuralist criticism, discourse analysis, literary criticism, or phenomenology. There is an active engagement with history and self, a deep reflection and critique of one’s place in history and the social consequences of such, and the search for knowledge otherwise excluded, yet central to more equitable social change.

Meta-analysis is another cornerstone of historiography; it illustrates the investigation of how existing analysis is produced.  It is a crucial process in discovering what has been excluded and included, as well as the reasons for such decisions. This process may involve thick description of an event or viewpoint in order to tease out/ discern ideological clues and notations in language and judgment.  Through this process the interpretative work of history is made evident and accessible to the reader. The interpretation of historical writing and primary or secondary resources allows for the author to contextualize his/ her viewpoint of what occurred, of how history is told and retold. The author can expose the rich layering and complex structuring of social phenomena.

  Since historiography often includes the writing of other historians, the historians themselves may become part of the researched subject. In essence one is a participant in the thinking of their thinking. The context from which the historian wrote is as important as what the historian made of it.  White (1990) contends, “[Historians] too must be ‘deconstructed,’ their ‘blindness’ specified, and their places in the epistemes of their epochs determined before they can enter the lists as possible models of historical reconstruction and analysis” (186).  Meta-analysis instills a critical distance through which to create a bird’s eye view of the entire slice of history while simultaneously producing an insider’s perspective. The spatial and temporal shifts in the historiographer’s position lend themselves to insight not previously attainable.  

Asking unique questions is also an important part of the process in historiography. Borrowing from Kincheloe and Steinberg’s (1993) features of postformal thinking, the first is etymology that focuses on the origin and historical development of what we know. Within etymology are thinking and thinking and using one’s imagination, and asking unique questions/ problem detection.  They state, “Problem detecting and the questioning that accompanies it become a form of world making in that the way these operations are conducted is contingent on the system of meaning employed” (305). This process also leads to seeing connections between otherwise disparate things or events. The inquiry based method is at the core of a meaningful research endeavor; it fuels curiosity, and recognizes problematic practices and beliefs before considered ‘natural” or part of the “norm”.

  For example to see slavery as a functional necessity in a capitalist society only presents part of a story from a particular position of power and a distinct orientation in defining the value of human life. A historiographer would expose this as well as focus on the human suffering which was the high cost and expense of such racist and sexist practices. The method and philosophy of historiography can raise critical consciousness and awareness in increasing the stakes of personal and collective involvement in history.

One place where philosophy and methodology can be theoretically worked out is in our imagination. Villaverde (1999) has previously argued the imagination as a pedagogical space, an often unused dimension of our thinking/ theorizing space. White (1987) connects the narration/ interpretation/ analysis of history to the use of one’s imagination in the following way:

Because history, unlike fiction, is supposed to represent real events and therefore contribute to knowledge of the real world, imagination…is a faculty particularly in need of disciplinization in historical studies. Political partisanship and moral prejudice may lead the historian to misread or misrepresent documents and thus to construct events that never took place. On the conscious level, the historian can, in his investigative operations, guard against such errors by the judicious employment of “the rules of evidence.” The imagination, however, operates on a different level of the historian’s consciousness. It is present above all in the effort, peculiar to the modern conceptualization of the historian’s task, to enter sympathetically into the minds or consciousness of human agents long dead, to empathize with the intentions and motivations of actors impelled by beliefs and values that may differ totally from anything the historian might himself honor in his own life, and to understand, even when he cannot condone, the most bizarre social and cultural practices. This is often described as putting oneself in the place of past agents, seeing things from their point of view, and so forth, all of which leads to a notion of objectivity that is quite different from anything that might be meant by that term in the physical sciences. (67)

White warns the reader that imagination can also be dangerous if one takes great artistic license in the construction of historical narrative. Yet he strongly believes the actual objects or events of historical study place parameters on what can be imagined without additional corroboration from research. Contextual understanding is crucial in historical interpretation and study. In the journey back through time a combination of artifacts and discourse represent the conditions of a particular time and are essential to the historian’s particular explication of any era or event.  Utilizing the imagination is not an excuse to be romantic or essentialist, but rather an opportunity to use language, to stretch what language can do in capturing the nuances of time, lived experience and the sociopolitical context of history, always being authentic to the primary sources discovered.  According to White (1990) historical interpretation should at least not deny the reality of the events it treats. Too often “objectivity’ is confused with objective distance and critical separation out of which a telling of history comes forth that uncovers otherwise hidden nuggets of knowledge.  If history is to teach us something as White and Kant propose, then we cannot assume it is a monolithic grandiose teacher, but rather a variety of teachers with distinct ideologies, interpretations, and methodologies.  

White further discusses the progression of aesthetics, imagination, beauty and the sublime using Kant, Burke, and Hegel to explain the prioritization of the beautiful and the disengagement with the sublime. The sublime (a precondition to historiography, according to White 1990) is usually described as the awe producing events or experiences that weigh on the horrific or produce terror. Many accounts of history gloss over the sublime, the gruesome and appalling details of war, colonialism, power, disregard for human life, struggles over civil rights and equity. Preference for the ‘beautiful” particularly in renditions of history can be dangerous; dangerous in that it covers/ camouflages lived pain, suffering, struggle, loss, and the abuse of power. These troublesome pockets of time are what Giroux and Macedo call dangerous memories, those events once remembered that can cause great anger or frustration precisely because of the simultaneous discovery of the intentional suppression and at times destruction of primary resources.  These memories may also attempt to politically domesticate public attitudes towards histories already difficult to deal with, “but a memory, whether real or only felt to be so, cannot be deprived of the emotional charge and the action it seems to justify by presenting a historical-real that has remembrance as its only purpose (White 1990, 80). Historiography can offer a more in depth and comprehensive account of social movements or experiences.

Regardless of which methodology is chosen or what philosophy informs this methodology, we must also accept the past will always be in part unknowable.  If we fall prey to thinking it is completely knowable by investigating the most minute section or detail after detail we enact a positivist approach to historiography and any other kind of study/ research. To know in detail and only in detail fragments understanding, detail and whole must always relate to one another in heuristic balance; it’s how one studies the past that makes the considerable difference.

Outcomes of Historical Research

What is the outcome of historiography?  Stated simply, the purpose of historical research is knowledge production, learning that is politically situated and made useful for the transformation of culture and society. More explicitly, the purpose is to make the construction and content of history known and exposed.  History is narrated through the author’s poignant analysis and commentary. But by carefully piecing history back together, paying close attention to the implicit and null elements of history, a new perspective surfaces. The insight and interpretation of history is founded and crafted through the author’s ethical referent, theoretical framework, and philosophical method. Historiography affords the ability to ask fundamental questions about the responsibilities of governments, societies, communities, and individuals in times of crisis. By assuming history is a collection of facts unfiltered by specific agendas truncates the comprehension of history often producing historical amnesia and political apathy which usually also renders history static, as well as one-dimensional. The need is to remember in a pedagogically productive manner. “To the historian equipped with the proper tools, it is suggested, any text or artifact can figure forth the thought-world and possibly even the world of emotional investment and praxis of its time and place of production” (White 1990, 187).

Another important outcome of historiography is the appraisal of history’s meaning, its description and assessment, the exposition of its situatedness, as well as a renewal of dialogue with events and significant figures of the past. How the past is articulated and hypothesis established would complement and reconstruct what is read and studied as history. As the student of history unfurls the rich content learned through historiography, she/he must be cautious of relativism and absolutism. As the student decides on the topic of inquiry and proceeds in the research process, often there is a propensity to either perceive everything as important or to generalize/ universalize from a singular social/ cultural pattern.

Historiography focuses on human agency, the ability to extract the power of individual stories and collective endeavors in changing culture and society. This historical method allows for active participation in the past through ways that can thoughtfully inform the process in which we approach and transform present and future. It provides more viable connections between thoughts and being, ideas, events and self. It invites individuals to be intricately involved in the course of history. Historiography extracts the social and political spirit through textual analysis and questions of past practices. Through these particular triangulations history is unified, it is seen through holistic kaleidoscopes. Too often history is presented as a set of dates on a chronological timeline, fragmented, and objectified. By connecting the dots, so to speak, the reader is forced to think and make lasting meaning about the impact of people’s contributions to the past and the potential impact on both present and future. Education and learning are made accessible when students are able to pose and examine questions about the problems facing their own communities present and past. Distancing the student from the events of the past produces a type of alienation and immobilization in developing one’s empowerment and imagination. The more we create disconnected individuals, the further we support an incomplete construction of the past. 

II: Four Dimensions of a Critical Historiography: Criticality, an Affirmative Presentism, the Bricolage, and Multilogicality 
Laying a foundation for a critical historiography


Picking up on the historiographical foundation constructed in Part I of this chapter, we will now turn to the critical dimensions of historical research. “Critical” in this context is used in the critical theoretical sense of the term. Emerging in the work of the Frankfurt School in post World War I Germany, critical theory along with approaches to scholarship emerging from the work of W.E.B. DuBois addressed the frustration produced by positivist methods of studying social, cultural, political, economic, psychological, and educational phenomena and the oppression of unbridled capitalism. Critical scholars from diverse disciplines were impressed by critical theory’s approach to the social construction of human experience (see Kincheloe, 2004 for more insight into these issues of criticality).

Buoyed by critical insights, such scholars came to view their disciplines as manifestations of the discourses and power relations of the socio-historical contexts that produced them. The discourse of possibility implicit within the constructed nature of social experience suggested to these scholars that a reconstruction of the humanities and social sciences could lead to a more egalitarian and democratic social order. In such a context historical research took on a new usefulness, a new sense of what could be. In a critical modality history could escape a necrophilic concern with the past for its own sake and become a part of a contemporary conversation about social change and democracy. 

Thus, critical theory revolutionized the notion of theory itself. In a critical context theory would not longer be viewed as a universal body of intractable truth but as a guide to the socio-cultural, political, psychological, and educational domains. In historiography critical theory does not determine how we see the world but helps historians gain new lenses for viewing educational phenomena and new strategies for exploring them. Critical theory is particularly concerned with issues of power and justice and the ways that the economy, matters of race, class, gender, sexuality, religion, and other forces shape both educational institutions and individual consciousness. 

A critical historiography in education helps educators locate who they are, the goals of their pedagogy, and their political orientation to the educational act. In a critical historical context educators begin to learn the reasons for the multifaceted origins of public education. They find that schools were formed for competing purposes: the regulation of the poor, immigrants, and other “social threats” as well as for the democratic desire to educate an enlightened citizenry. Throughout history, education has served both causes concurrently. In this context educators can begin to make the choice as to which educational god they want to serve and build their pedagogies around their preferences.

In an essay (Kincheloe, 1991) I published fifteen years ago on educational historiographical methods, I addressed this issue of historian subjectivity and ways of seeing. The means by which power and culture shaped the perspectives of historians and thus the histories they produced were not deemed to be an important dimension of historiographical—especially educational historiographical—literature in the early 1990s. While strides have been made such concerns still are relegated to the periphery of historical scholarship. Even those deemed revisionists in the radical scholarship of the 1960s and 1970s were not especially concerned with issues of the subjectivity of the historian.

 As Thomas Kuhn (1962) wrote over four decades ago, members of scholarly disciplines come to see themselves as responsible for the pursuit of common goals—objectives that form the core of so-called disciplinary matrixes. These disciplinary matrixes reflect their assumptions in the questions and methodologies employed in analyzing the concerns of a particular discipline of knowledge. What I then called a critical meta-analysis involves the myriad of ways that ideology, discourse, culture, and positionality shape this disciplinary matrix. In this context, I believe, that there are many engagements that are necessary to move educational historians and educational historiography to new insights into the limitations of the discipline and our ways of 

“doing historical research.”

 In this conceptual domain critical historians of education take an important cue from African American historians of education of the first half of the twentieth century: W.E.B. DuBois, V. P. Franklin, Carter Woodson, Horace Mann Bond, and many others. These historians saw no conflict between their scholarly goals of race uplift—the effort to improve the living conditions of people of African descent—and rigorous scholarship. They viewed themselves as scholars with profound connections to the black community. Critical historians, like these African American scholars, maintain close connections to marginalized individuals and communities and view their work as part of larger efforts to improve the lot of the oppressed (Blant, 2000; Alridge, 2003). As the famous liberation theologian, Enrique Dussell has maintained, what meaning does scholarship have

For a Hindu beggar covered with mud from the floods of the Ganges; or for a member of a Bantu community from Sub-Saharan Africa dying of hunger; or for hundreds of thousands of poor marginalized in the suburban neighborhood like Nezahualcoyotl or Tlanepantla in Mexico…. (Dussell quoted in Mignolo, 2001, p. 34).


Critical historians of education embrace a history that provides insight into problems that matter, that can help change the lives of those in need. Drawing upon the spirit of Paulo Freire, we proclaim a historiography for a pedagogy of the oppressed. Such an approach to history is grounded on an emancipatory reason that we referenced earlier as postformalism. As a form of emanicipatory reason, postformalism is a multilogical alternative rationality (Aronowitz, 1988) that employs forms of analysis sensitive to signs and symbols, the power of context in relation to thinking, the role of emotion and feeling in cognitive activity, and the value of the psychoanalytical process as it taps into the recesses of (un)consciousness. In the character of critical theory, postformalism attempts to democratize these ways of making meaning. In this effort postformal historians study issues of purpose, meaning, and value. Critical historians, thus, believe that the compelling interpretations that emerge from these purposes and scholarly processes can produce knowledges that provide a basis for just action in the present. 


The knowledges that critical historians produce lead to action by working to decolonize the mind. Hegemonic, ideological, and discursive forms of power emanating from power centers in the Western world have worked to shape the consciousness of a wide range of individuals. The history of education that comes out of this mindset is many times blinded by the intense white light of dominant power. The result of such history is to exclude the experiences and insights of those who have not been well served by educational establishments. Historical knowledges produced by critical historians cannot predict the future or provide educators with a blueprint for the “correct” way of educating. Nevertheless, critical history of education can help us understanding how situations came to exist in a way that informs our actions (Murphy, 1997; Parker, 1999). Thus, a critical history is a pragmatic history—a story of the past with consequences for the present and future.


Such a pragmatic history by nature connects the past, present, and future. History is changed by the events of the present. When we study histories written about gender and education in the late nineteenth century, we are amazed by the assumptions about gender that shaped such chronicles. The changing role of women in the last half of the twentieth century forced historians to rewrite earlier histories of the schooling and education of women. Thus, critical historians aware of the co-constructed relationship of past, present, and future and the role of power in shaping everyday events continuously gain new perspectives into old concerns. Such critical histories expose oppressive assumptions, the fingerprints of power on archival manuscripts, and the cultural logics of established historical interpretations. This critical expose opens a stargate to an alternative future, as it sheds a revealing light the foibles of the old regime. Even in light of critical historian’s understanding of the complexities and ambiguities of reconstructing the past, she still insists that compelling historical interpretations can lead to social and educational change (Parker, 1999; Barros, 2004; Bentley, 2005). A critical historical consciousness leads to enhanced human agency that helps individuals and groups navigate their way through a maze of socio-cultural, political, economic, and educational structures that too often serve to regulate and discipline. 


To get to this point critical historians often start their research with a basic question: what groups and individuals are advantaged and what groups and individuals are disadvantaged by particular historical educational plans and organizations? Here critical historians begin to identify the power relations that shape educational issues. In this context a literacy of power becomes especially important. Such a literacy involves a complex understanding of a variety of the ways power operates to marginalize and oppress. Critical historians are thus obligated to understand hegemonic, ideological, discursive, disciplinary, and regulatory modes of power and the ways they affect human efforts to shape their own lives. Understanding such power dynamics does not make the critical historian’s task any easier. Power in a critical complex sense does not play out in some paint-by-numbers formula. Every circumstance is different and while hegemony may exist, it may manifest itself in unique and perplexing ways.

Historians operating in the critical sense outlined here struggle for accuracy even when events elude their initial expectations. Many of us operating in this critical historical domain have often heard conservative critics argue that social theory informed history allows particular worldviews to dictate their interpretation and their narrative. This is the case only if one is an inept historian. Social theory in the critical sense of the term helps historians formulate questions, rethink what counts as a source, develop interpretive strategies, expand one’s toolbox of methods, and develop unique narrative styles (Parker, 1997; Gale, 1999). Critical theory does not dictate what it is one finds in the process of historical research. In fact, if it works properly it expands the possibility of finding new sources and developing innovative ways of making sense of the past and its relation to the present. Any historian—no matter what his or her ideological/theoretical orientation who looks only for and uses evidence that supports some larger political point has committed an unnatural act against Clio.

I have been confronted with these accusations of “cooking the research” so often in my career as a critical educational researcher that I feel it important to address these matters in more detail. Let there be no ambiguity about this tenet of critical historiography: dishonestly picking and choosing historical data to marshal support for a specific political, social, or educational agenda is bad history. Critical historiography is concerned with asking questions of the past—not dictating answers about it. These questions take us where they will, and we must have the courage to venture into these uncharted hermeneutic domains. In this interpretive netherland critical historians must avoid the deterministic sirens imploring us to view only macro-structures while ignoring the lived complexity of everyday life as well as the criticalists who would move us to see only the oppressive dimensions of schooling in lieu of expressions of education’s democratic impulse.

 Concurrently, critical educational historiography as it focuses on race, class, gender, sexual, religious concerns must not lose sight of the reformulation and intensification of the power of new twenty-first century forms of capital-driven global colonialism. Such structures exert new forms of regulation on peoples around the planet as they co-opt education for their own insidious designs. An exploration of these new phenomena must be carried out in diverse locales with concentrated attention paid to the ways particular individuals and groups have resisted their intrusions. The critical historiography here searches for new formulations and articulations of power and oppression, but always within a dialectic shaped by the interaction of individual and structure. Individual and structure simply cannot be considered as separate dynamics because of their co-constructive relationship. Structure shapes the individual, as the individual shapes the structure (Castro-Gomez, 1998; Bentley, 2005). One cannot study the history of schooling nor walk into a contemporary school without noting the omnipresence of this process. The dance of the subject and the macro-structure is a key dimension of the critical complexity referenced earlier. 

A key dimension of doing historical research in education involves anticipating and addressing the complexity of history and historical research. Contrary to naïve objectivist assertions, history is much to complex to be known in some final, comprehensive, and intractable manner. Historians—no matter how brilliant they may be—cannot escape the blinders of her particular historical era. Our Zeitgeists shape us in ways we can never completely understand in our lifetime. Even the documents historians validate as “authentic” are soaked with dominant power and shaped by the subjective perspectives of their producers. Often when critical historians address such complicating factors, they are accused of relativism and the attempt to kill history. Understanding the ways that the construction of a historical narrative is in part a creative act, a feat of the imagination does not take away from the usefulness of historical scholarship. Indeed, it provides us with a more accurate picture of the historiographical process and how history may be either distorted or used in a socially beneficent manner.

 All historical research is ensnared in this web of complexity, whether we like it or not. Historical narratives assume particular epistemological, ontological, political, ad infinitum positions—whether the historian is conscious of them or not. Based on these commitments historians choose to include particular data in their narratives while excluding other information. So much happened in the time and place about which one is writing that the historian is forced to use a set of subjective criteria to select what is and is not important. Critical historians attempt to make these criteria open for inspection by their readers. Objectivist historians often act as if they don’t exist, arguing that they made no subjective choices—we’re just telling the story as it really happened (Murphy, 1997; Norkus, 1999). Of course, no one can do that in some objective, disinterested manner, even when we’re attempting to describe something that happened in the present. Human beings always see the world from a particular vantage point—the authors of this chapter included. 


In light of the previously mentioned critical theoretical goals and issues of complexity, the history of education we are promoting here moves historical scholarship to a new level of scholarly rigor. We are not defining rigor here in some positivistic follow-the-standardized-procedure modality. Our definition of rigor involves an awareness of the influence of one’s own subjectivity on historical research, the complexity of the past, the power dynamics at work in all phases of historical research, the dynamics of a useful history that promotes the social good, and the multiple dimensions of historical narratives. I have argued in many places that such rigor demands a multilogical approach to scholarship and social action. 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, postformalism calls on historiography to bring multiple perspectives to its work. This concept of multilogicality rests at the heart of a critical multiculturalism and an evolving notion of criticality. Joe Kincheloe has expanded these notions in his description of the research bricolage (Kincheloe, 2001, 2005; Kincheloe and Berry, 2004). A complex mode of research is grounded on this multilogicality. This assertion is not some esoteric, academic point—it shapes social analysis, political perspectives, curriculum development, teaching and learning, and the field of educational history. Acting upon this understanding, critical historians understand that historical observations hold more within them to be analyzed than first impressions sometime reveal. In this sense different frames of reference produce multiple interpretations and multiple realities. The mundane, the everyday and the historical dimensions are multiplex and continuously unfolding—while this is taking place, human interpretation is simultaneously constructing and reconstructing the meaning of what we observe. A multilogical educational history promotes a spatial distancing from reality that allows an observer diverse frames of reference.

Drawing upon this postformal multilogicality in this historiographical pursuit, critical historians, like liberation theologians in Latin America, make no apology for seeking the viewpoints, insights and sensitivities of the marginalized. The way to see from a perspective differing from that of the positivist guardians involves exploring an institution such as education from the vantage point of those who have been marginalized by it. In such a process subjugated knowledges once again emerge allowing historians to gain the cognitive power of empathy—a power that enables them to take pictures of reality from different vantage points. The intersection of these diverse vantage points allows for a form of analysis that moves beyond the isolated, decontextualized and fragmented analysis of historical reductionism.

Cognitively empowered by these multiplex perspectives, complexity-sensitive, multilogical historians seek a multicultural dialogue between Eastern cultures and Western cultures, a conversation between the relatively wealthy Northern cultures and the impoverished Southern cultures and an intracultural interchange among a variety of subcultures. In this way forms of knowing, representing, and making meaning that have been excluded by reductionist and often white patriarchal elitist history move us to new vantage points and unexplored perspectives. Understandings derived from the perspective of the excluded or the “culturally different” allow for an appreciation of the nature of justice, the invisibility of the process of oppression, the power of difference and the insight to be gained from a recognition of divergent cultural uses of long hidden knowledges that highlight both our social construction as individuals and the limitations of monocultural ways of meaning making. 


In our critical historiographical use of multilogicality we begin to uncover the ways that race, for example, is embedded not only into the topics that historians of education traditionally chose to study but also in the construction of history as a discipline. By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries race had emerged as a colonial construct characterized by white conquerors and the “colored” colonized. This hierarchy was built into a meta-philosophy of history that assumed hierarchical distinctions between diverse groups of people. Such inscriptions can be easily seen in the historical productions of the centuries following the advent of colonialism, yet they were often oblivious to the historians and their readers. A critical multilogical historiography of education seeks to identify and expose tacit assumptions such as these. 


A multilogical historiography promotes a displacement of a monological perspective from the centers of various power blocs—racial, class, gender, sexual, religious, national, etc. In this way diverse ways of seeing and being are valued and employed in the historical topics chosen, interpretive strategies devised, and the historical research methods engaged. By recognizing the power of difference we begin to understand the limitations of the epistemological assumptions behind much Western historiography. In this context we discern that objectivist forms of history are built on an epistemological house of cards that collapses quickly when reductionistic truth claims are seriously questioned. Thus, critical historiography’s view from the bottom, its respect for subjugated knowledges moves educational historians to listen to colonized peoples, racially marginalized individuals, men and women who did not benefit from the promises of schooling, and other peoples occupying the lowest rung of the socio-economic ladder. In such a context such individuals’ ways of seeing and making meaning can inform our understanding of the world, society, education, the construction of selfhood, and, thus, the study of history in dramatic new ways. 


In this critical multilogical context educational historians enter a new domain of practice. In this zone of critical multilogicality such historians if they are operating in North America work in solidarity with Asians, Africans, Latin Americans, indigenous peoples, and subcultures within their own societies. In their “interracialism” and “interculturalism” they understand that there is far more to history than the socially constructed notion that civilization began in ancient Greece, migrated to Europe, and reached its zenith in the contemporary U.S. In histories that emerge in various fields, education included, this assumption exists in an influential and unchallenged state. Critical multilogical historians challenge this monological Eurocentrism and search for the ways it insidiously inscribes the “doing of educational history.” At this point educational historians look for various forms of indigenous knowledge both as a focus for historical research and for their epistemological and ontological insights. Not only do we learn about such knowledges and the cultures that produced them, but we also use their ways of seeing and being to challenge Western monological perspectives. Here critical multilogical historians question reductionist notions of historical objectivity and superficially validated historical facts. 


Historiographical multilogicality is a break from the class elitist, white-centered, patriarchal histories that have dominated Western historiography for too long. While many successful efforts have been made to get beyond elite, white, male histories, critical historians want to go farther—they want to understand the colonial impulses that work to exclude important histories of education from non-Western and subjugated domains and how these domains shape normalized history. Learning from indigenous knowledges, African, Islamic, Asian, and Latin American philosophies of history, critical historians learn new ways of practicing their craft. Those who have suffered under existing political economic and social arrangements are central to the project of critical historiography. Because those who have suffered the most may not have left written records—the bread and butter of traditional historiographical source material—critical historians employ oral history that grants voice to those peoples and perspectives lost to traditional educational history. 


Critical oral history exerts a democratizing effect on educational history, as it welcomes the perspectives of those who have not been the beneficiaries of schooling (Parker, 1997, 1999; Mignolo, 2001). In this context it opens new domains of inquiry to educational historians, moving the educational historian to look to sources of evidence previously dismissed. In my own interviews with students who were deemed to be failures in the schools they attended, I uncovered idiosyncratic ways of expressing their frustrations that would be overlooked by more traditional educational historians. For example, in studying the educational life histories of several school dropouts in Pennsylvania, I was allowed access to former students’ personal writings that provided new insights into the ways they had been mis-evaluated in school. Their writings gave me profound insights into who these students were, what they suffered in school, and the compelling talents they possessed that were never uncovered by standard educational practice. 

Critical historiography: An affirmative presentism


A key dimension of a critical educational historiography involves what might be referred to as an affirmative presentism. In more traditional forms of historiography presentism is viewed as a venal sin. The fallacy of presentism, as it is labeled, occurs when a historian infuses the past into present—e.g., the U.S. is in the same shape of the Roman Empire and will fall just like it did if we continue our sinful ways. At the same time the charge of presentism can also be made when historians interpret the past using frameworks developed in the present—e.g., in the eleventh century the Iraqis knew that someday they would face threats from Russia. Obviously, in both of these cases a historiographical mistake is being made. A presentism that simply imports contemporary modes of understanding and frames of reference to the past produces anachronistic interpretations of history.

What historiographers have traditionally labeled historicism provides the grounding for the historical craft’s disdain for mixing past and present. The key argument of historicism is that each epoch possesses its own unique Zeitgeist and, thus, must be viewed on its own terms, values and belief structures. In viewing the past historicism posits that all present-day values must be set aside. If such values are employed either consciously or unconsciously, then the historian has fallen into the briar patch of presentism. To stay out of such a briar patch, historicism maintains that the purpose of all history is to understand the mindset of people living in the past and to see the cosmos through their eyes. 

Critical historians advocating an affirmative presentism discern many flaws in these anti-presentist and historicist arguments. While understanding that anachronistic judgments can be made by applying the ways of seeing of one era to another, an affirmative presentism understands the complexity of the historicist notion of seeing the past through the eyes of those historical figures who lived in it. No historical era is made up of one perspective—indeed, there are always multiple and conflicting viewpoints coming from a wide diversity of groups. If the objective historian is to examine a historical era from the perspective of those who lived during it, which group’s perspective is chosen? Students? Teachers? Administrators? Defenders of the educational status quo? Critics? Given the nature of historical sources, historians will often unconsciously embrace the perspective of those who left written records. Of course, the authors of these sources tend to be the most privileged members of the social order under study. 

This question of sources raises a whole new set of problems for historicists who seek to represent “the past as it really was.” The historical sources to which historians have access are always subjective, idiosyncratic perspectives of particular groups of people viewed through the researcher’s presently constructed interpretive lenses. What sources does a historian choose to include as part of her narrative? What sources does she choose to exclude? All of these questions make the historical research process much more complex than historicists and other groups of historians originally thought it was. In addition, we can never completely grasp a moment of the past in the way it was experienced by even one group of people because we know many things that happened in the following months, years, decades, and centuries. The consequence we assign such historical moments is always shaped by the historical hindsight not possessed by the historical participants (Parker, 1997; Castro-Gomez, 1998; Alridge, 2003).

Thus, educational research—even some educational historical research—isolates past from present. The temporality of education, the time related processes of which educational processes are a part is often overlooked in educational research. One role of historical research in education—its place in the multiperspectival bricolage that Kathleen Berry writes about in this volume—is to help researchers understand the inescapable relationship between past and present in all knowledge production. One’s socio-cultural, political economic location in the present will always influence one’s research no matter if she is a historian, ethnographer, semiotician, or statistician in education. An affirmative historiographical presentism in this context understands that the present always affords the past with meaning. This should not make us give up the effort to produce great educational history but should make us better historians as we study this hermeneutic process. For example, the textbook battles in the mid-1970s led by right-wing religious conservatives take on a new type of historical importance after the political and educational victories of right-wing operatives in the subsequent thirty years. 

Present events, thus, construct the importance of past events. An educational historian needs to know how this process takes place. Humans grant meaning to both present and past events by our decisions about which ones are important and by how we narratively position them. Processes such as the emergence of hyperreality and globalization demand a rethinking and rewriting of history. History, thus, changes history (Valdes and Hutcheon, 1994; Barros, 2004). After 9/11 the history of relationships between the Muslim world and Europe took on new importance. The point is made over and over again—many historians may want to pristinely separate present and past but such segregation is simply not possible. Critical historians in this context dismiss the segregationist effort and work to understand the complexity of the relationship. 

Appreciating that our knowledge of the educational past is always partial—dependent upon what happens next—critical historians promoting an affirmative presentism understand the hermeneutic limits on any historical research. We all live and operate in a particular social, cultural, political economic, discursive present and it is that spatial and temporal locale that creates the horizon on which we view the past. The better we understand our present situation, the more rigorous our historical scholarship will be. The more rigorous our scholarship, the more compelling our interpretations of historical moments will become. And the more rigorous our interpretations become, the greater use value they provide critical historians for informing critical action in the present. How did present situation come to be? critical historians ask. What social, cultural, political economic situations induced individuals to make particular decisions about educational purpose, curriculum content, school policy, teacher prerogative, etc…. 

Embedded in these presentist oriented questions—and all historical questions for that matter—are projections of the future. Often without consciously understanding the teleology they embrace, Western historians have assumed a future dictated by Western epistemologies and ways of seeing the world. Critical historians with their study of the interaction of the past and present expose such Eurocentric/Amerocentric inscriptions that shape educational history and contemporary educational affairs. The process of engaging in an affirmative presentism is never easy, as critical historians must always search for what is not readily apparent to someone from a different era. If we are to produce a usable history that informs—not directs—contemporary emancipatory action, we must focus on historical disjunctions, naive attributions of cause and effect, the lost pathways of particular historical processes, forgotten options that seemed plausible to people of the historical era being studied, etc…. Devoid of these complicating dynamics, the critical histories we produce may be too simplistic, too reductionistic in the ways we think that they might inform present educational practices (Valdes and Hutcheon, 1994; Murphy, 1997; Parker, 1997; Blaut, 2000; Cooper, 2005).


As critical historians we take on the challenge of engaging a historiography that is unafraid to address the relationships connecting the past, present, and future—even as we understand how complex such interconnections may be. Healing racial, class, gender, and religious divisions, for example, requires understanding the historical ways such conflicts oppressed and caused suffering among particular groups. Without such knowledge paths to an emancipatory future are much harder to forge. Thus, critical historians who embrace an affirmative presentism become brokers that work to connect past, present, and future. As time brokers critical historians don’t predict the future, they do not gain access to some mystical crystal ball. The hermeneutic relationship connecting past, present, and future is much too complex for such a positivistic notion. As previously noted, critical educational historians gain insight via their historical work that helps guide their own actions as well as the actions of their readers in the present and future (Parker, 1999; Barros, 2004; Gresson, 2004).


In this context of affirmative presentism critical educational historians pay close attention to the African concept of sankofa (Alridge, 2003; Hotep, 2003). Sankofa refers to going back to understand the past for the purpose of moving forward. In this African framework the past is not something lost to the ages but inseparable from the present and the future. In this context sankofa becomes a key historiographical concept as it provides compelling multilogical perceptions of how the present came to be and the possibilities the future portends. Employing this notion an affirmative presentism interrogates the cultural significance of the histories we produce. There is a profound difference between an anachronistic presentism that applies the tacit ways of seeing of the present to an interpretation of the past and its meaning and an affirmative presentism that understands the ways that present and past are intertwined in complex and often confusing ways. 

Understanding this omnipresent entanglement, critical historians continuously study the ways that present forces shape their relationship to the past. This dynamic is a crucial aspect of a critical historiography. Indeed, critical historians maintain that it is important to not only understand these forces but to also let their readers know about them. This is where an understanding of a critical epistemology—an appreciation that knowledge is always a product of a particular vantage point—becomes extremely important in historical and other forms of educational research. It is in this context that we wish that contemporary devisors of standardized, allegedly value neutral curricula in Western schools had a greater historical consciousness of how past and present are intertwined. Such a perspective could help them discern the ways that historical and social forces continuously shape the nature of what we consider objective educational research. While a presentist-oriented history is always dangerous, it is inevitable. The point of our affirmative presentism is to acknowledge and study the relationship between past, present, and future in ways that can promote a more rigorous form of educational history that can be used in ways to promote the social and educational good. 

An example of the bricolage in educational history: “Democracy, freedom and the school bell”

Once upon a time it was possible for the researcher to describe the history of education as a straight narrative. That action led to this development, which led to that innovation and those consequences. Of course, history was never that simple; different historians produced widely varying accounts of the past and its relationship to the present. Today the researcher-as-bricoleur uses new and often multiple tools and methodologies to explore the same source materials, as well as some that have never been examined, in order to come to a deeper understanding of educational history. By weaving together a historiographical approach in which the researcher self-consciously examines not just the past, but also the way the past has been interpreted by others, combined with various other disciplinary approaches, the result is a richer tapestry of images, a broader narrative canvas, and a more complex conceptualization of education as it exists in the present—indeed, an affirmative presentism.

What follows on the next few pages is an example of this type of research. The initial impulse was to look at freedom, democracy and educational history. But when this project began, the 2004 presidential election campaign was in full swing. The rhetoric swirled and the promises abounded. At the same time, I read William Reese’s Power and the Promise of School Reform: Grassroots Movements During the Progressive Era (2002). The image that stayed with me was from that book’s opening passage: a ship arrives in Toledo harbor carrying the new school bell. I began to think about that bell as a symbol, and to recognize that as such it was an image with rich and varied associations. Thus by using semiotics as a starting point I was able to embark on a study using multiple disciplines in a bricolage approach that combines historical research with the disciplinary knowledges of sociology, ethnography, political science, educational psychology, and more. The accompanying poems were written for oral presentation, to give a sense of the content of the text without resorting to a more traditional abstract. 

Freedom is the expressed goal of democratic nations in twentieth and twenty-first century political and social discourse. The terms freedom and democracy are intricately entwined; they appear repeatedly, for example, in the promotional material of the U.S. Republican Party (on average, the word democracy shows up on over thirty percent of the pages in the Republican Party Platform (Republican National Committee, 2004), while freedom appears on about seventy-five per cent). The U.S. Democratic Party mentions freedom and democracy in equal proportions (Democratic Party, 2004). Democracy as a search term generates 145 million hits on Google; freedom generates 415 million. The construct of each word in general Western discourse relies upon the notion that freedom and democracy are both homogeneous. In reality, however, the two concepts are equally complicated and multifaceted. Economic freedom is not necessarily the same as political freedom, and political freedom is not the same as social freedom. Democracy has gradations: “all the people” represented by government may exclude a significant portion of the population, whether by race, gender, class, sexuality or other factors. Government practices may be overtly democratic, but populations are often willing to cede control in order to procure economic or other gains. Since the publication of Antonio Gramsci’s work on hegemony, critical scholars understand that neither freedom nor democracy exist in any pure form.

The bell is an important symbol associated with freedom and by extension, democracy in American folklore. Peter, Paul and Mary sang about the “Bell of Freedom” during the 1960s (Hays & Seeger, 1949). The Liberty Bell serves as an enduring example, as a result of its association with the American Revolution. “Let Freedom Ring” (Hirsch, 1997, p. 165) is one title by which E.D. Hirsch introduces the bell, including it in his list of vital knowledge for first graders. In educational history the bell appears regularly in accounts of schooling, both theoretical and narrative. William Reese opens his study of grassroots movements in education during the Progressive era with the story of the arrival of a new school bell by boat to the city of Toledo. The scene is a celebratory one, but as Reese makes clear, the bell is not a symbol of freedom. It will ring out the hour to tell citizens when to begin and end their work and school days, imposing virtues valued by the elite upon public institutions (Reese, 2002). This tension between the ideal of freedom as symbolized by the bell and the actual function of the bell as a means of control mirrors the tension between the homogeneous notion of freedom and democracy, and the way freedom and democracy are actually experienced in the history of education.

The bell metaphor is an apt tool to dismantle the history of education in the twentieth century, and the course of education in the twenty-first. If the bell is a metaphor for freedom, and freedom is a hallmark of democracy, then a series of questions about school bells serves to frame an interrogation of developments in education over the last hundred years: What does the location of the bell signify? What does the lack of a bell signify? What does the shape of the bell signify? What does a broken bell signify, and what does the sound of the bell signify? Finally, who rings the school bell? By examining these questions using critical educational historiography, it is possible to approach an understanding of the complexity of developments in education, and indicate that this complexity continues into the twenty-first century.

These framing questions came late in the process of preparing this piece, which began with brainstorming about bells in general, and then bells in relation to education. During the brainstorming process the various directions of the research became clear. This is a semiotic study in which the bell is a symbol on many different levels. Thinking about church bells, the Liberty Bell, plantation bells, the hand-held school bell, and the automated school bell led to thoughts of time and marking time, social control, Pavlov’s dogs, wedding bells, John Donne, Hemingway and even Motley Crüe’s “Smoking in the Boys’ Room” (the last three of which I didn’t use in the end). I investigated each to see how it related to developments in education. Cultural studies, postructuralism, sociology, history and psychology all came into play. Much later in the process when I felt I had explored the metaphor sufficiently, I organized the results loosely by three senses: sight, touch and hearing.

What does the location of the bell signify?

High atop the school tower sits the ringing bell,

Where once it rang from steeples keeping us from hell.

Now it’s not salvation but a better life through school

For it’s through education that we learn the Golden Rule.
The growth of cities and the corresponding growth in the numbers of urban children was a major factor in the development of Common Schools in the U.S. How should these children be prepared for the future? How should they be controlled in the present? Parents no longer held sole responsibility for these tasks, nor did the church have as great an influence as in the past. In fact, cities 

placed added burdens on extant institutions, ranging from the insistence that they provide the social discipline essential to life amidst crowded conditions to the suggestion that they convey every manner of vital specialized knowledge. One result was that statements of educational purpose tended to broaden significantly. (Cremin, 1988, p. 7) 

The school in an urban setting called for a bell the sound of which was capable of being broadcast over a wide area. The Toledo school bell described by Reese (2002) had a place of honor alongside a brass town clock at the top of the tower of the new high school. Where in most communities the bell once stood atop a steeple calling worshippers to church, here education was usurping the role of religion as a locus of control in the community. In addition, schools assumed more responsibility within urban communities, to the extent that they became social centers and welfare agencies (Spring, 2005; Reese, 2002). Thus the location of the urban school bell atop a tower signifies a shift in the nature of society during the 20th century from religious to secular, so that one theologian 

maintained that the secular religion of Americans was not an implicit set of common values expressed diversely through the three great religious communities but rather a fourth religion standing alongside the three, with its own theological and educational apparatus centered in the public schools. (Cremin, 1988, p. 61-2) 

The shift was not a permanent one, however. The Federal legislation No Child Left Behind includes provisions allowing faith-based organizations to become more involved in schools and schooling, presented under the aegis of local freedom. The U.S. Department of Education’s website contains a section devoted to local freedom for schools, and it includes a page titled “No Child Left Behind and Faith Based Leaders.” The page highlights a quote from George W. Bush saying, “The indispensable and transforming work of faith-based and other charitable service groups must be encouraged. Government cannot be replaced by charities, but it can and should welcome them as partners” (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). Thus in the twenty-first century, the effect of “compassionate conservatism” with its focus on faith-based initiatives is to place church bells alongside school bells.

This is an instance where the present-day intruded upon a study of the past. My first impulse was to stop at the shift from religious to secular, but a reading of No Child Left Behind made that impossible. The reform document highlights the ebb and flow of educational developments and their complexity. The passage that follows and its description of automated school bell systems arises from my visits to schools in which I was surprised by the sound of the bell; they were unlike any sound I’d ever heard and somewhat startling. The world of school had definitely changed since I was a student. As a result of this ethnographic observation, I wanted to know who makes these bells and how they are marketed, and wondered whether or not the changes in the sound of the school bell resulted in a change of the effect of the school bell.

Ain’t no bell in this school, least not one we can see

And yet it rings and rings and rings, alarming you and me.

So classes start and classes end; it’s Math and ABCs,

And this will help us when we start our work in factories.

Throughout the twentieth century, the school bell was central as a mechanism for controlling students. Cuban (1993) describes the way a 1926 handbook for a Washington, D.C. high school spells it out:

[S]tudents were told to go to their section (home-room) for opening exercises by 8:55 a.m. ‘In classrooms absolute quite must prevail at this time,’ the handbook stated, because the students must have the ‘proper attitude’ and ‘frame of mind necessary to start the day right.’ At 9:10 the bell rang to start the students’ seven-period day – ‘six recitation periods’ and lunch. Students had 4 minutes to move from one class to another. (pp. 107-108)

In contemporary schools the school bell is no longer visible. Instead it is hidden within the architecture of the school, and students experience it as a sound alone with a tone often more comparable to an alarm than to the tolling of a bell. Even this sound is changing in the twenty-first century as bell systems become increasingly computerized. One manufacturer promotes the benefits of its products saying that administrators can “Save thousands of dollars over out-of-date mechanical bell technology with low-cost standardized PC-based technologies” and “Never be stuck with ordinary school bell sounds again” (Acro Vista Software, n.d.). No matter the tone of the modern school bell, however, it always sounds with an impersonal efficiency, releasing “thousands of students into hallways six to 10 times a day for three to five minutes of chaos” (Rettig & Canaday, 1999, p. 14). Its function is automated so that only a technician can repair it. Moreover, particularly in the high school, the school bell rings not just to begin and end the school day but also to mark the beginning and end of each period, serving as an aural separation of discrete subject areas one from the other. In this way the twenty-first century school bell has a direct relation to the highly controlled organization of the nineteenth century Lancasterian system of schools (Spring, 2005), the efficient and cost-effective platoon schools of the Gary Plan  (Mirel, 1999), and the curriculum reforms of various eras that discourage integration of school subjects. The question becomes, by regimenting students’ every move, are these schools democratic? If they keep children away from a life of crime and give them the tools they need to meet the demands of living in an adult world, the answer is yes. If they remove children’s ability to think critically or to imagine a life outside of a regimented existence, the answer is no.

The complexity of educational research engulfs in a discussion of the “doing” of pedagogical research. For example, educational scholars find it difficult to speak definitively about the purpose of education; different interests define the purpose differently. Through a hermeneutic analysis I try to peel back the layers of meaning. The result is not a positivistic arbitration; I cannot determine which of the purposes of education is the “true” one. Indeed, I can only attempt to present a variety of perspectives. Of course, I have my own biases and preferences and they are ever present in my writing. The more aware I am of these dynamics, the more compelling, more informed by historical research will be.

What does the lack of a bell signify?

No school, no bell. Not fair? Oh well.

Among the recurring problems of education throughout the twentieth and into the twenty-first century, particularly in the urban setting, is the insufficient number of school buildings, inadequate buildings, and in some cases, overcrowding in the schools. Whether the goal of education is to challenge the status quo or strengthen the established order, such problems are major impediments. If there is no school building, there can be no school bell. The problem can take on racial and ethnic dimensions as it did in Boston in the mid nineteenth century where black schools were housed in African American church basements (Spring, 2005) or as in Detroit in 1924 with the controversy emerging from the suspicion that school budgets were being spent on elaborate buildings in areas of high immigrant population (Mirel, 1999). 

Even if there was a school building, the school may not have had a bell. Throughout the history of the American republic, the existence of inadequately funded and segregated schools calls into question the country’s democratic identity.  No bell of freedom rang in the antebellum American South where it was illegal to educate slaves, or in California of 1872 where the school code excluded all but white children from admittance to public schools (Spring, 2005). The effect of such legal sanctions was that equal educational opportunity did not exist for every child. In a broad sense, schools became the battleground for conflicting ideas about social goals and norms, raising the question “how should the legitimate but often unclear and conflicting demands of liberty, equality and comity be resolved in and through programs of education?” (Cremin, 1988, p. 13).

Our school is progressive, and so we have no bells,

But if we did, you know that we would forge them by ourselves.

In a more literal sense, the lack of a school bell could also be a choice, turning away from traditional pedagogy to a progressive approach. Cuban describes the changes in a rural Michigan school in 1939 in which the newly progressive teacher cites the abandonment of the school bell as evidence of her conversion (Cuban, 1993). Even this transition,however, is complicated. The Michigan passage is followed by a long quote from John Dewey himself, expressing skepticism that much had changed in American schools. Helen Parkhurst took as fundamental principles of the Dalton School freedom and cooperation, and to that end, she refused to allow bells in the school (Semel, 1999). But although the Dalton School may have started as a progressive school and Parkhurst may have espoused progressive principles in education, in the actual running of the school she was autocratic and controlling—qualities that eventually led to her downfall. Thus, her choice to abolish school bells and escape the tyranny of their regulation seems merely cosmetic and not reflective of a theory put into practice in a consistent way throughout the school. Just because Parkhurst called her school democratic did not make it so. 

Although many progressive schools may have lacked a bell to signal the beginning and end of the day, it did not necessarily mean that bells were banned from the schools entirely. In fact, it was more likely that the bell would become an object of study. How does it work? What are its parts? What is it made of? When the children of the City and Country School needed an electric bell to call a Special Delivery postman to carry important messages, they installed it themselves (Semel, 1999), illustrating the difference, in theory, between a progressive and a traditional system of education. While one of the goals of traditional education may have been to create citizens for a democratic society, the goal of the progressives was to create a democratic society within the school.    

If the bricolage approach to research involves making connections between apparently disparate ideas, there is joy in the discovery that those connections are not tenuous at all. Once I undertook a semiotic study of the bell, I was surprised at how many interpretations of the symbol I could find, and how they helped to expand my understanding of developments in the history of education. The bell curve and the Liberty Bell are two that would seem to be obvious, but in examining them in the following short passages, I attempted to use starting points different from Herrnstein, Murray and Hirsch.

What does the shape of the bell signify?

The bell curve is a funny thing, you’d think it was unchangeable.

Use hammer and a little heat, the bell curve’s rearrangeable.

The shape of the school bell is the bell curve, and in the 1990s Herrnstein and Murray used this shape in order to explain the relationship between intelligence and class (and racial, though they denied it) structure. Intelligence is defined as a “general way to express a person’s intellectual performance relative to a given population” and intelligence quotient is “a universally understood synonym for intelligence” (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994, p. 4). By stressing that IQ is the only way to measure intelligence and by thus reducing intelligence to a “single number capable of ranking all people on a linear scale of intrinsic and unalterable worth” (Gould, 1996, p. 20), Herrnstein and Murray re-imposed a racist, elitist interpretation of intelligence that echoed Edward Thorndike’s narrow assumptions favoring nature over nurture (Spring, 2005). They set up an “us” versus “them” scenario, in which “we” have plenty to fear: 

The American family may be generally under siege . . . but it is at the bottom of the cognitive ability distribution that its defenses are most visibly crumbling. (p. 190) . . . [S]omething worth worrying about is happening to the cognitive capital of the country” (p. 364) . . . . The threat comes from an underclass that has been with American society for some years (p. 518) . . . . Trying to eradicate inequality with artificially manufactured outcomes has led us to disaster. (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994, p. 551)

Cloaked in a so-called scientific rationale, this educational determinism relies on the notion that the bell is made of a non-malleable substance. Herrnstein and Murray characterize their “facts” as irrefutable and unassailable, in spite of the origins of many in the literature of white supremacists (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997). But just as intelligence is not one fixed entity (Gardner, 1993; Gould, 1981; Kincheloe, 2004), 

the bell is malleable, both in reality and metaphorically; it can be shaped in any number of different ways. 

What does a broken bell signify?

Ding dong, the Liberty Bell, the sound of freedom’s ring.

The trouble is, a bell that’s cracked is never going to ding.
There is obvious irony in the fact that the Liberty Bell endures as a symbol of American democracy. The inscription inside, “Proclaim liberty throughout the land unto all the inhabitants thereof” (Hirsch, 2002) speaks to an ideal that has yet to be met in America. Because it is cracked, the bell has not sounded since the mid-nineteenth century. Democracy is flawed; freedom cannot ring because it has no voice. In the first edition of What Your First Grader Needs to Know, this irony is perfectly captured with the juxtaposition of a passage about the Liberty Bell, “a symbol of our country” (Hirsch, 1991, p. 131) with a passage titled “Freedom for All?” describing the denial of freedom for women and slaves by the men who signed the Declaration of Independence. The school as the provider of equal opportunity also has a cracked bell. Segregation, exclusion laws, language policies, and standardized testing are among the institutional means by which equal opportunity is denied. 

When I began my original brainstorming about bells, ideas about their sound dominated, perhaps because as I wrote, I heard the hourly tolling of a church bell outside my window. Once I had imagined when and where different people heard bells in the past, and where people hear them today, I developed a list of questions that required historical research. By understanding the origins of bells and the changing nature of their use, I’m able to increase my understanding of their literal and metaphorical significance in education.

What does the sound of the bell signify?

The sound of the bell is many things:
Plantation, incarceration,
Emancipation, regulation
Domination,

 Salvation.
The sound of a bell is replete with meanings. The ringing of a bell is a form of civic communication, and when not ringing from schools and churches, it often signals a warning. Fire and other alarms become an important part of public safety, inherently democratic because they serve to warn everyone who can hear them regardless of class, race or other consideration. In pre-industrial times, the sound of the town crier’s bell heralded important events and served to draw the community together. One of the most frequent functions of a bell is to indicate time, and its use grew concurrently with the introduction of clocks signaling the shift from marking natural time (the rising and setting of the sun) to a preoccupation with the more specific marks of minutes and hours, as required in an industrial setting. Where the Puritans originally believed that clocks marked God’s time, eventually “aural time was used to announce not just God’s time but increasingly to regulate the time of schools, markets and factories” (Smith, 1996, p. 1449). Public clocks served a valuable purpose in situations where industrialists, hoping to increase production, manipulated the factory clocks to lengthen the workday. The solution was a public clock marking the “true” time (Hensley, 1992). A worker could ignore the sound of the factory bell in favor of the public bell, erected for the public good. 

Just as church bells peal to celebrate the conclusion of a wedding, the ring of the school bell at the end of the day can be cause for celebration for the student: 

Sitting here watching the clock tick away

Tick-tock-tick-tock every day

Waiting for the stupid little bell to ring

So I can go home and do my thing . . . . (Hynds, 1997, p. 29)

This function of marking time connects the school bell with the factory bell, and both serve a major function in controlling human capital (Reese 2002). Embedded in the school and the factory are rewards for heeding the ringing of the bell and getting to class and to work on time. The closing bell in each setting brings a feeling of relief. 

If a common culture existed, the bell would sound the same to everyone. But just as democracy and freedom have multiple dimensions, the sound of the school bell does not hold the same meaning for all who hear it. The sound has a particular set of associations for the prisoner whose day is regulated by the jailhouse bell. For the slaves or the sharecroppers who once rose and slept at the bidding of the plantation bell, that sound brought “thoughts of another day of unremitting and unrequited toil in the cotton fields” (Kester, 1969, p. 39). The school bell may have been the transformative sound of democracy, of equal access to education where before there was none, but it also may have been the sound of exclusion if it rang from a racially segregated or under funded school. It may have been the sound of assimilation or deculturalization (Spring, 2005). The pealing of the bell echoes the celebratory sound of the original Liberty Bell, but when the bell rings in Puerto Rico or the former Mexican territories, it can also be symbolic of the imperialism of the colonizing power of America. The ringing of the bell may have become a secular call, but echoes of its earlier significance as a call to church remain, and in the twenty-first century tower of education, the double peal of the school bell alongside the church bell has a different sound for different people. To the compassionate conservative and the fundamentalist Christian, the two bells ring in harmony; school and faith are inextricably linked. To the secular humanist, however, the combined sound is dissonant, disturbing and in violation of the First Amendment of the United States Constitution.

The elite does the ringing, the worker responds,

And it’s always been that way, I fear,

But the ring of the Common School bell is a sound

That everybody can hear.

Historically and in class terms, whether on the factory floor or in the dining room, the elite used the bell to summon the worker. In this sense, the bell of the Common School was indeed democratic because it was used to supposedly eliminate distinctions between the rich and the poor. The workers and the elite may have had different notions of why schools were created in the first place, whether to provide equal opportunity for all or to prepare a compliant workforce (Spring, 2005). With the introduction of vocational education and the development of separate streams that separate the elite from the working class, however, the school became a site of further social and economic alienation of one group from another, and the school bell did not call all students to the same education.

The school bell rings, I salivate. No, that’s the other bell, no wait,
I’m all confused, I’m in a state, I’m either hungry or I’m late.

The sound of a ringing of the bell is the sound of a stimulus-response experiment, and it suggests another significant development in education. Behaviorism, with its effect of excluding individuals from educational opportunities based on measured intelligence or scores on standardized tests, does not meet the critical definition of democratic. But couched as it was within the language of freeing every individual to match one’s own intelligence with social needs (Spring, 2005), social efficiency practitioners such as Edward Thorndike could justify the use of behaviorism in a school setting, thus ushering in a century of scientific management of schools. If the ringing of the school bell made education available to a larger number of students, the resulting increased opportunity was indeed democratic. If the sound of the bell served to control the students and curtail their freedom of movement and freedom to choose their course of study, propelling them into predetermined careers from an early age, however, the bell is broken.  

Research grounded on the bricolage often takes the researcher outside of her comfort zone. In my experience, the Securities Exchange Commission’s website was a mysterious place which became a rich source of information, particularly in the annual reports of publicly traded companies. It may take some effort to learn how to locate the data, but finding the information as presented in a corporation’s own marketing materials is worth the effort. In this case it introduces a new perspective, which should be the goal of all educational research. Media reports also offer an alternative perspective on a given phenomena. 

Who rings the school bell?

Who rings this bell, I think I know. It’s not as schools intended, though,

For business makes the clapper sound, and money jingles all around.

During an era of child labor, the ringing of coins drowned out the sound of the school bell. Sharecropper’s children in the late 19th century, for example, may have had access to education, but not necessarily the opportunity to participate because there was money to be made through their labor: “When the child can be spared from the labor in the field, the schoolhouse doors swing open; but when cotton beckons, the doors close in the face of thousands of youngsters who are an integral part of American life” (Kester, 1969, p. 46). In the twenty-first century the sound of the school bell is not just the call to the classroom, it is also the ringing of the cash register. Fast-food restaurants and computer software manufacturers insinuate themselves into the lives of students, while school administrations acquiesce. Thus in September 2005 McDonald’s introduced its “Passport to Play” physical education curriculum, saying “With the guide and materials we provide, approximately seven million children in grades 3–5 will learn about and play games from 15 countries around the world” (McDonald’s Corp, n.d.). Those same seven million children become a captive audience for McDonald’s promotions. Similarly, Microsoft captures the market for computer hardware and software with its School Agreements,

. . . a subscription licensing program specifically created to address the unique needs of primary and secondary schools and districts. With the simplicity of counting computers just once per year, School Agreement makes it easy for you to license all of your computers, whether in a single school or throughout the entire district (Microsoft Corp., 2005).

Notwithstanding the lawsuits charging market monopolization reported in Microsoft’s 2005 Annual Report (United States Securities and Exchange Commission, 2005), by gaining exclusive access to schools the corporation ensures that a sizeable segment of its target consumers are familiar with its products from an early age. In an era in which school under funding is the norm rather than the exception, profit and education thus are inextricably linked, whether promoted by the neo-conservatives who encourage business involvement in government, including education, or by the neo-liberals who espouse education as a means to increasing wealth (Spring, 2002).

The ring of the school bell, however, is replaced by the ring of the cash register in more ways than just these. For-profit schools and school management businesses proliferate in America, bringing to the forefront the conflict between competing notions of the purpose of education, articulated by David Labaree (1997) as a conflict between democratic equality, social efficiency and social mobility goals. Christopher Whittle (the founder of Channel One, a technology that introduced commercial advertising along with packaged news shows to schools across the country) has as his main project Edison Schools, which has transformed over the years from a national network of for-profit schools to a public company (Whittle, 1997) and then to a privately-held business managing public schools (Mazzacappa, 2005). The language Whittle uses to describe his project reflects a melange of characterizations. If he sees Edison as “just the first colony in a new academic world,” then he is a colonizer and American children are the colonized—replete with all the associated meanings of the term. If his schools “are simply its Model T’s” then the education system is a factory, and the schools and children in them are simply widgets. Whittle may say that “parents he meets don’t care if he makes a profit or not if he can help educate their children” (Baum, 2005). But make no mistake, Whittle himself certainly cares whether or not he makes money—otherwise he wouldn’t be in business.

Whoever rings the school bell determines what definition of democracy prevails in education. Once that task fell to the schoolteacher. The bell would be a hand held model kept on the teacher’s desk and rung by the teacher or an appointed bell ringer. As public education grew, control passed to headmasters, and then to school boards. The large, ward-based systems, while responsive to and representative of the electorate, were also prone to misuse of political power (Reese, 2002). The smaller at-large boards focused the power in the hands of the elite, and as state departments of education shared the responsibility, the task of bell ringing fell to the so-called experts, to scientists, technocrats and politicians. Today business leaders are just as likely as administrators or politicians to have their hands on the bell, but their grasp is not secured through democratic means, and the consequences lead to a fundamental change in the nature of education. Monica Pini (2001), in her examination of so-called Educational Management Organizations (such as Edison), outlines the way such EMOs focus on parental and community involvement in for-profit schools, thus undermining public and social support for education. Pini explains,

The logic of privatization says that anybody can sell educational services, as any other good. But education cannot be identified with any other industry, its nature is too rooted in the meaning of an authentic democracy to treat it as any business. That is why EMOs need and use such dramatic rhetoric . . . . One can wonder if the ultimate political goal of this ideological and structural process is to stop the slow but constant trend to democratize the American educational system . . . . Common people still have the opportunity to discuss social justice, wealth distribution, and educational policies in the public sphere, this is not the case in shareholders meetings. (pp. 39-40)

In spite of the rhetoric of the for-profit educators, the ring of a cash register can never be made to sound the same as a school bell.

Conclusion: Bells, complexity, and multilogicality

Freedom may be the stated goal of democratic nations, but both freedom and democracy are terms too complex to fit such a simplistic equation. As the school bell metaphor demonstrates, democracy has many layers and what represents freedom to one sector of society may represent the something entirely different to another. In education, each new policy, each new “ism,” needs to be examined in order to determine what definition of democracy is implied. Who benefits and who loses as a result of that democracy needs to be examined as it applies to the definition. Only then can a socially just education system begin to develop, so that the sound of the school bell will indeed be a call with the same emancipatory message for all.

The process of doing historical research in education is complex and highly personal. The researcher brings to the task aptitudes and experiences that color his or her choices. Given the same topic, no two individuals choose to explore the same avenues, nor do they present their findings in identical ways. By using the bricolage and anticipating that the end result will be not a definitive understanding of the topic but a study that raises as many questions as it answers, it is possible to view research as a multilogical life long effort that continues well after each project is completed.
 Multilogicality and educational historiography


The simplicity of bell metaphor combined with the highly complex ways it plays out in educational history illustrates the power of the multilogicality of the bricolage in a critical historiography. To conclude this chapter, we want to raise a few more points about a critical multilogical educational historiography. Such an approach in recognizing diversity on numerous levels, understands the multiplicity of positions from which historians research, write, and produce history. Historians writing from different times, places, positions of social power, inside or outside of the academy, epistemological, ontological, ideological assumptions, ad infinitum, view the world and the past in profoundly different ways. Indeed, even those writing from similar locales can view the past in dramatically divergent ways. Recognizing these dynamics does not weaken educational history but makes it stronger, more rigorous, more capable of helping produce transformative action in the present. Sandra Harding (1998) ups the ante of such informed approaches to research, calling such researcher awareness a form of “strong objectivity.” While we don’t use the term ourselves, we appreciate the point that Harding is making by invoking the empirical use of the term, objectivy. 


In socio-cultural, political, psychological, and educational circumstances it is very difficult to “prove” the cause of a specific episode. Historians working in this realm—coming from their diverse positionalities—can strive to distinguish some of the circumstances that were involved with the appearance of new realities. Positivistic empirical assignment of cause-effect draws on an epistemological mode of analysis that eludes historiography. In this context educational historians can better understand that there are always multiple causes, contexts, and processes involved with historical conditions. Given the specific nature of what historians are studying, they may devise priorities within their interpretations—for example, macro-, enduring forces vis-à-vis micro-influences specific to a particular event. A central point here is that a critical multilogical educational historian—while always concerned with questions of power, justice, the improvement of educational practice, etc.—sees every new research project, every different historical era as a new situation with unique events and complex causations.


Thus, historiographical multilogicality consciously attempts to break away from more traditional modes of historical interpretation grounded on more of a monological understanding of historical processes and that are less concerned with researcher positionality. In the spirit of poststructuralist feminism, Derridian and Foucauldian discursive analysis, and indigenous knowledges/concepts such as sankofa, critical historiographical multilogicality refuses particular privileged readings of educational history. Here, we constantly search for new angles, new sources, new methodologies, and new topics for our research. In this context critical multilogical educational historians experiment with presentation, sometimes presenting historical events from multiple perspectives—sometimes even contradictorily and simultaneously. Such simultaneous multiperspectivalism (Kellner, 1995) constitutes a form of historiographical cubism. The previous illustrative section on “democracy, freedom, and the school bell” makes use of one form of such multiple perspectives, as Frances Helyar (the author of the section) integrates insights into her own positionality as a historian vis-à-vis the narrative about the school bell. The ways that the multiple perspectives of historiographical multilogicality might be brought to bear in a historical narrative are limited only by the imagination of the historian. 


When historiographical multilogicality is run through the lenses of interracialism, social and economic justice, global democracy, and other critical discourses, the possibilities of an affirmative presentism are profoundly enhanced. In such a context an educational historian might view schooling in ways, for example, that transcend its contribution to the consolidation of the “nation-state.” Escaping this Eurocentric concern, educational historians could be freed to explore more global issues that help raise new insights into unexamined functions of educational institutions. Such an approach might open a space for an ecumenical history of education that is by definition multilogical. In such an ecumenical, multilogical context the historian is much better situated to recognize the socio-cultural, political economic, and colonial interactions that have caused human suffering and the use of pedagogy for repressive purposes. 


In this context, parochial perspectives of any dominant national, class, gender, racial, or ethnic group are transcended, as the dynamics of pedagogy and pedagogical/epistemological systems are viewed in larger and multiple contexts. The subtle and sometimes not so subtle ways that diverse groups affect what forms education writ large or school classrooms take is a central concern to an educational historian operating in the twenty-first century. With globalization, multiple diasporas, cultural exchanges via new technologies, and renewed imperial ambitions on the part of the U. S., this multilogical ecumenicalism takes on new importance in educational research in general and educational historiography in particular. Here, educational historians can trace complex webs of connections between these forces and those who are influenced by education (Parker, 1997; Murphey, 1997; Castro-Gomez, 1998; Bentley, 2005). With these dynamics in mind, educational historians are better equipped to understand the ways that education is shaped by and produces dominant forms of power—as well as the means by which critical scholars/teachers/students can resist such forms of oppression. 

While we appreciate the complex forces that can construct educational history as the story of pedagogy as told by those privileged by race, class, gender, ethnicity, language, sexuality, etc., critical multilogical historians still believe in the power of a rigorous history to provide an erudite, emancipatory understanding of the relationship between the past, present, and future. An ecumenical, multilogical history of education engages difference and its construction through time. In this multilogical context historians are better equipped to deal with both the complex forces that shape history as well as the way it is researched and written. As Paulo Freire (1985) argued, we must view ourselves as historical subjects—individuals who make history—as we come to understand the multiple ideological and structural forces that operate to regulate us. Thus, in this Freirean context critical multilogical historians strive to appreciate what it means to be a historical subject, gain an awareness of the ways that dominant power has shaped history, and understand the ideological and discursive dimensions of historiography itself.
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Glossary

Critical theory: a theory oriented towards creating social change through the critique of political, cultural, social, and historical phenomena. This theoretical approach was developed by the Frankfurt School, a group of social theorist, who based their work on Marxism, Neo- Marxism, psychoanalysis, structuralism, and post-structuralism.

Epistemology: the branch of philosophy that studies knowledge and its production. Epistemological questions include: what is truth? Is that a fact or an opinion? On what basis do you claim that assertion to be true? How do you know?

Hermeneutics: the study of interpretation and multiple methods for. Historically it was a method used only to interpret and understand religious texts, since, it has been utilized to study any text including lived experience, its layered meaning, and the relationship between the interpreter and the interpreted.

Historiography: the study and critical examination of history, historical methods, and historical writing. It employs a meta-analysis of the writing of the past using various literary methods (deconstruction, discourse analysis, textual analysis, hermeneutics, semiotics, and ideological contextualization) for interpretation.

Objectivism: the epistemological belief that disinterested knowledge can be produced about any phenomena simply by following the scientific method. If the method is followed rigorously no values, ideology, or other human perspectives will undermine the objectivity/validity of the knowledge produced.

Ontology: the study of the nature of being, existence, and reality, a branch of philosophy and metaphysics concerned with what it means to exist in a specific reality.

Positivism: an epistemological position that values objective, scientific knowledge produced in rigorous adherence to the scientific method. In this context knowledge is worthwhile to the extent that it describes objective data that reflect the world.

Praxis: central to liberatory education, it is the process through which critical analysis and action are simultaneously enacted. Praxis uses theoretical understandings, lived experiences, and pragmatic strategies to intervene in social, political, and cultural contexts.

Reductionism: a tendency in tradition Western research that assumes that complex phenomena can be best appreciated by reducing them to their constituent parts and then piecing the elements back together according to causal laws. This process is typically involves forms of decontextualization and isolation of variables that work to undermine an understanding of the relation of phenomena under study to the world around them. 

Zeitgeist: the German word for spirit of the times, commonly employed in historiography.

