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FOREWORD
Peter McLaren 

Constituting some of our most critical and politically active groups of schol-
ars, social studies educators occupy a long-standing place and have played 
an increasingly revolutionary role within the critical tradition in educa-
tion and are held—rightly so—in high esteem among critical educators. 
Which makes it surprising that the field of social studies education is not 
sufficiently recognized in the main for its contribution to educational trans-
formation. This is, no doubt, due to the fact that the field of social studies 
has provoked considerable controversy in its redefinition of education as a 
field of conflicting and competing understandings of the role and purpose 
of schooling in a global capitalist society. It is, in the words of E. Wayne 
Ross, the most “dangerous” of all school subjects. On the one hand it is, as 
Ross declares, “the engine room of illusion factories whose primary aim in 
the reproduction of the existing social order”, and on the other hand, social 
studies is a field that is theoretically equipped to undress the pretentions of 
the ruling capitalist order—it’s fundamental pain, destitution and injustice. 

The edifice of our democratic traditions is shaky, shifting and uncertain, 
on the brink of collapse. Strangely, we mistake this very tremulous condition 
itself for democracy because, as Ross has argued, we have created at best “a 
shallow, spectator version of democracy.” Our political pretentions—that 
we live in a country of free individuals where justice prevails under the rule 
of law—are, as Ross notes, the lies we tell our students (i.e., democracy, 
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voting, democratic citizenship). Such pretentions are not merely assertions 
written in invisible ink or blandishments circulated through the corporate 
and social media, but are undergirded by relations and structures of power 
fully insinuated into the world ecology of human capital (Moore, 2015; 
Moore & Ahsan, 2015), in other words, into the logic of neoliberal econom-
ics administered by means of a market metric macrophysics of power and 
set of governing tactics that submits everything in its path to a process of 
monetization and that simultaneously transforms everything and everyone 
within our social universe to a commodity form (Brown, 2015). 

The nightmarish evening of Sturm und Drang, November 11, 2016, 
marked the time that the fount of President-elect Donald Trump’s con-
trolled demolition of democracy—embodied in his racist dog-whistle 
pitch to “Make America Great Again”—entered the political unconscious 
of the United States as the official slogan of a new era defined by nativism, 
authoritarianism, racism, White supremacy, homophobia, and misogyny. 
Trump’s new brigades of millennial bigots who are too young to remember 
the Civil Rights era, Nixon, the Vietnam War, and the Iraq War have taught 
the left a hard lesson: that in order to move beyond the colonial inertia 
of the present, it is going to have to get over its obsession with an identity 
politics and divide-and-rule politics. Further, it must discover ways to forge 
a common alliance across racial, ethnic, and gender divides that can build 
mobilizations strong enough to rebuke and challenge the false flags and 
chaos that is coming down the beltway pike, a chaos that could eventually 
end in a crash of the currency system through the central bank and a global 
economic collapse unlike that the world has ever seen. Trump’s narcissistic 
inability to be anything more than that which he claims to oppose is clearly 
evident to the discerning social studies educator. Trump, who wants the 
country to be run like his own private country club, is surrounded by hacks 
and quislings as eager to carry his gilded jock strap as his golf bags. With 
advisors appointed to the Trump transition team such as Kris Kobach, 
friend of White nationalist groups and the architect of the most racist law 
in modern American history, SB 1070, that passed in Arizona in 2010, 
giving police the right to stop you, detain you and demand proof of citi-
zenship if you have brown skin and an accent—things don’t look good for 
Latino/as. Expect Bracero-type programs to follow for those agri-capitalists 
who depend on undocumented labor in the picking fields (Miguel Zavala, 
personal communication). Shortly after Trump was elected several fliers 
created by hate groups were found on the campus of Texas State University. 
One of them read: “Now that our man Trump is elected and Republi-
cans own both the Senate and the House—time to organize tar & feather 
vigilante squads and go arrest and torture those deviant university leaders 
spouting off all this diversity garbage.” Speaking of diversity, the diversity 
and pluriformity of all living creatures will stagnate as biological species 
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will continue to disappear more rapidly than ever under Trump’s climate 
denial presidency. Perhaps a similar fate for the human species under such 
a vacuous demagogue such as Donald Trump is inevitable. But until then 
there will be plenty of golf courses from which the rich can choose as the 
planet sinks into oblivion.

There exists no law of history that stipulated a Trump victory but there 
are laws of tendency that exist that strongly suggest that unemployed, 
broken, and desperate people—in Trump’s campaign, mostly White 
people—will attempt to bring down what it perceives as the elite political 
class for destroying their lives. One of the many problems with this strat-
egy is that the White working class has looked to a billionaire real estate 
tycoon to save them. Their failure to recognize that the problem is not 
only with the political class or the ruling elite guiding the direction of the 
transnational capitalist class but with the social relations of exploitation of 
capitalism itself will unjustly inflict the poor with a prolonged and linger-
ing tragedy for the foreseeable future. A more granular look at the results 
of this election reveals that it was not just the working-class who supported 
Trump, since the mean income for the Trump base was actually higher than 
the mean income for Clinton and Sanders supporters. In addition, many 
of Trump’s supporters were well-educated, including 23% of non-White 
college graduates who supported Trump, and 45% of women with college 
degrees who also supported Trump (Rajghatta, 2016). For the well-heeled 
Whites who wanted to “make America great again,” on June 25, 2015, the 
United States Census Bureau released a report on the demographics of 
American children under the age of five. It reported that for the first time 
in U.S. history, the minority of this group is White (Thompson, 2016). 
This report appeared only one week after Donald Trump announced his 
candidacy for President of the United States. The specter of an all-minority 
future no doubt struck fear into the hearts of the White population and 
fuel injected this fear into the combustion chamber of their politics. For 
them, their fear was not mainly the corporate takeover of their lives, but 
the erosion of the American Dream, the dream of a society where White 
people would de facto be assured the economic security to which they feel 
entitled because of their race and providential history, which critics have 
long recognized as the history of settler colonizers responsible for the most 
heinous acts of genocide against non-White populations throughout Las 
Americas. After all, these were the “first beneficiaries” of the middle class 
(Thompson, 2016), those who most assiduously seek a scapegoat for their 
flagging hope for their families. Before the invention of the White race in 
Virginia’s plantation colonies, as a means for the ruling class to maintain a 
buffer social control stratum during and after the civil war stage of Bacon’s 
Rebellion (1676–77), after which time the term “white” first appeared in a 
1691 Virginia law, White people in the U.S. were identified by the European 
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countries from which they immigrated (Allen, 2012). But it is important 
to underscore that not only White people supported Trump. People of 
color as well as Whites also supported Trump, they also wanted a change 
in the system that they felt was corrupted by professional politicians, even 
if change meant throwing a serial liar, self-proclaimed sexual predator, and 
human Molotov cocktail into the system. But the blame cannot rest solely 
with the Republicans or the Trump campaign exploding like a girandola 
with the most vile racist and misogynistic invectives imaginable. Like a 
chorus of Greek actors sporting their smiling prosopons, the Democratic 
Party power brokers in Washington hold significant responsibility for the 
outcome of the election. After all, they made it impossible for a Bernie 
Sanders victory and thus for the battle for the presidency to be fought by 
the working-class freed from the delusion that it could bring back the era 
of Father Knows Best, Leave it to Beaver, or My Three Sons through a series 
strategic policy maneuvers and trade deals. It also prevented, at least in the 
short run, an unequivocal endorsement of a path towards socialism, which 
is the only path available in order for freedom to flourish, the only path 
able to give definitive and lasting validity to democracy. If we do not fight 
for a system that creates the conditions of possibility for dignity, equality, 
and justice for the poor and excluded of this world then education will be 
accused by history of complicity and will be judged as irrelevant.

While international trade is always on the top of the agenda in any 
discussion of politics in the United States, such discussions are rarely ever 
situated within a larger debate over capitalism. Trump’s complaints have 
been directed towards “cheating” on the part of China and in fact he has 
accused China of “raping” the United States as far as trade is concerned. 
On the one hand you have a state capitalist system which describes its eco-
nomics as socialist building the world’s fastest trains, longest bridges, and 
most modern airports and claiming the world’s largest foreign exchange 
reserves (Baculinao, 2016). A country that spends “more on infrastruc-
ture than North America and Western Europe combined,” a country that 
“has used more cement in three years (6.6 gigatons in 2011–2013) than 
the U.S. during the entire 20th century,” a country that possesses “the 
world’s longest sea bridge (26.4 miles), the Three Gorges Dam spanning 
the Yangtze River which is five times larger than America’s Hoover Dam 
and a 12,000-mile bullet train network—which is longer than the rest of 
the world combined” and a country that boasts seven of the world’s 10 
largest and busiest ports (Baculinao, 2016). On the other hand, you have 
a free-market capitalist country whose infrastructure is in ruins, and whose 
president not only famously wants to ban Muslims from the United States, 
deport millions of undocumented residents and appoint conservative 
judges to the Supreme Court but who wants to improve U.S. infrastructure 
(which he describes as “third world”) by bring manufacturing jobs back to 
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the U.S. while at the same time ushering in a tax reform plan that will bring 
about even greater levels of economic inequality. While some see Trumps’s 
statist rejection of free trade and global integration as the demise of neolib-
eralism, other critics such as Peter Hudis (2016) see this as a move towards 
“corporate capitalism with neo-fascist overtones” and “a reactionary move 
to atavistic nationalism, racism, and misogyny.” Like the early demise of 
Keynesianism, the rightwing opponents of neoliberalism who cloak their 
agenda in racist and misogynist terms and seek to replace neoliberal capital 
with corporate capitalism is not a sign of progress but in fact a worsening 
of conditions for workers. Likewise, China’s economic policies are creating 
more room for the creation of Chinese billionaries but at the same time 
creating a worsening climate for its workers who labor 12 to 14 hours a day 
for $50 a month in sweatshops “where unions are forbidden and working 
conditions are unregulated” (Hudis, 2005). As far as international markets 
are concerned, in China the cost of production is often “less than that of the 
raw materials needed to create the same products back home.” However, 
a “hunger for raw materials and products to fuel China’s expansion is 
exacerbating the exploitation of labor and destruction of the environment” 
(Hudis, 2005). Many workers “have little or no access to health insurance in 
the factories along China’s east coast and industrial accidents are endemic 
nationwide” (Hudis, 2005). China’s growth, as Hudis notes, depends on its 
ability to attract foreign capital by keeping wages low (80% of world direct 
foreign investment outside the U.S. in 2004 went to China), and millions 
of workers in unprofitable state-owned enterprises are being laid off even 
as “ten million Chinese migrate from rural areas to the cities each year.” 
China now has a migrant reserve labor force that totals 150 million, which 
Hudis (2005) describes as “the largest population migration in human 
history.” A half a billion more peasants are expected to abandon their farms 
and move to urban areas in coming years so that they can be used as cheap 
labor in China’s factories. I doubt that Trump possesses a similar vision 
for making the U.S. a manufacturing powerhouse again, but he remains 
unclear about how he plans to go about it.

E. Wayne Ross has written a book on education that, unlike others, 
directly confronts the economic challenges ahead. It is a brilliant book 
that needs to be read by educators and future educators, especially at this 
particular historical juncture when we must rebuild our ranks as critical 
educators and take our fight to new levels of struggle, and where we need 
to revisit critical pedagogy, the spur of which over the last several decades 
has been domesticated by liberal education. Ross has for decades fought 
on the side of the oppressed—both fighting for the poor and with the 
poor—and his work is a relentless reminder that we cannot give up our 
hope for a democratic future, as difficult as this challenge might seem, 
especially today. As educators and future educators, we need to release 
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our pathological claims to fractious, toxic and artificial boundaries that 
separate us based on what we perceive as the worthiness of humanity. We 
need to do more than break our codependency with capital and our “inner 
advocate,” the god of money. We need to work together to create an alter-
native social universe, a socialist society, freed from the bondage of capital. 
As Ross argues, we need to follow Marx in refusing to abandon hope in 
desperate times; we need, as well, the “courage of hopelessness” of which 
the philosopher Agamben speaks. For Ross, this means never abandoning 
critical utopian thinking. As Ross argues throughout this pathbreaking 
book, we need to create a new pedagogical imaginary in order to rethink 
the field of social studies. 

Ross understands that reform and revolution need not work against 
each other. Reform and revolution are not to be viewed as conflictually 
disjunctive but rather dialectical. Using insurrectionary pedagogies, we 
can fight within the system against neoliberal education reforms—i.e., 
a “ regimented curriculum, bureaucratic outcomes-based accountability 
systems, and corporatized educational aims”—as part of both a global and 
local reform movement. This challenge could not come at a more pre-
cipitous moment in world history, where fascism worldwide is on the rise. 
Rethinking Social Studies provides a new political platform for a “dangerous 
citizenship” that is committed to changing the infrastructure of education 
and in doing so providing the conditions for a new pedagogy of liberation. 
Throughout the pages of Rethinking Social Studies, Wayne Ross has articu-
lated a critical pedagogical creed that all educators and future educators 
would do well to engage. It serves to inspire and to provoke, to solidify 
commitment and to chart a new path towards freedom, a path marked by 
hope, compassion and self and social transformation.
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PREFACE 

Social studies is the most dangerous of all school subjects. Its danger, 
however, is a matter of perspective. 

Like the schools in which it is taught, social studies is full of alluring 
contradictions. It harbors possibilities for inquiry, social criticism, libera-
tion, and emancipation. Social studies could be a site that enables young 
people to analyze and understand social issues in a holistic way: finding 
and tracing relations and interconnections both present and past in an 
effort to build meaningful understandings of a problem, its context and 
history; envisioning a future where specific social problems are resolved; 
and taking action to bring that vision into existence. Social studies could be 
a place where students learn to speak for themselves in order to achieve, or 
at least strive toward, an equal degree of participation and a better future. 
Social studies could be like this, but it is not.

In practice social studies has been and continues to be profoundly con-
versing in nature. Social studies is the engine room of illusion factories 
whose primary aim is reproduction of the existing social order, where the 
ruling ideas exist to be memorized, regurgitated, internalized, and lived 
by. If you don’t eat your meat, you can’t have any pudding! If you do not 
memorize these facts and accept these myths as truths so you can pass 
these exams to get those credentials, then you will not get any pudding. 
That is the way the world works. And good social studies teachers are here 
to make the meat palatable because they want everyone to be able to have 
some pudding.
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Social studies, too, often teaches myths instead of encouraging critical 
explorations of human existence. Schools are fundamentally authoritarian, 
hierarchical institutions; they produce myriad oppressive and inequitable 
by-products; social studies is an integral component in this process. 

The challenge, perhaps impossibility, is discovering ways in which 
schools in general and social studies in particular can contribute to positive 
liberty; that is, a society where individuals have the power and resources to 
realize and fulfill their own potential, free from the obstacles of classism, 
racism, sexism and other inequalities encouraged by educational systems 
and the influence of the state and religious ideologies. A society where 
people have the agency and capacity to make their own free choices and act 
independently based on reason not authority, tradition, or dogma.

Does that sound too idealistic to you? Utopian even? I would not be 
surprised if it did. Many of my students (and more of my colleagues) say 
the same. They argue for the importance of being “realistic” or “adjusting 
to circumstances as they are” as if the actually existing social studies classes 
in all their boring and socially reproductive glory are natural phenomenon 
beyond human capacity to change. I can understand this point of view, but 
cannot embrace it. You can just throw up your hands or argue for being 
realistic; but in the face of a world filled with injustices, I do not believe 
sustaining the status quo is an admirable goal and neither is sustaining a 
social studies that offers conventional (non)explanations of the world. 

In 1843, Arnold Ruge overcome with revolutionary despair wrote a letter 
to Karl Marx lamenting the impossibility of revolution because the German 
people were too docile: “our nation has no future, so what is the point in our 
appealing to it?” To which Marx replied “You will hardly suggest that my 
opinion of the present is too exalted and if I do not despair about it, this is 
only because its desperate position fills me with hope.” This is an example 
of what philosopher Giorgio Agamben has called “the courage of hopeless-
ness.” The courage of hopelessness is an optimistic response to pessimistic 
circumstances. The equivalent of responding to the criticism that you are 
“being too idealistic” with “be realistic, demand the impossible!” 

The hegemonic system of global capitalism dominates not because 
people agree with it. It rules because most people are convinced “there is 
no alternative.” Indeed as I argue in this book, the dominant approach to 
schooling and curriculum, particularly in social studies education, is aimed 
at indoctrinating students into this belief. 

Utopian thinking allows us to consider alternatives, such as the peda-
gogical imaginaries that this book explores, in an attempt to open up 
spaces for rethinking our approaches to learning, teaching, and experienc-
ing the world. These imaginaries are necessary because traditional tropes 
of social studies curriculum (e.g., democracy, voting, democratic citizen-
ship) are essentially lies we tell ourselves and students because democracy 
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is incompatible with capitalism; a capitalist democracy creates a shallow, 
spectator version of democracy at best; democracy as it operates now is 
inseparable from empire/perpetual war and vast social inequalities.

We certainly have plenty of fuel for our hopes. The challenge we face 
as social studies educators is to not warm our students’ hearts with empty 
hopes, but rather confront what are seemingly hopeless times for freedom 
and equality with a pedagogy and curriculum that come from a courage 
of hopelessness.

This book aims to rethink social studies so it becomes a site where stu-
dents can develop personally meaningful understandings of the world and 
recognize they have agency to act on the world, to make change. Social 
studies should not be about showing life to students, but bringing them to 
life. The aim is not getting students to listen to entertaining lectures, but 
getting them to speak for themselves, to understand people make their 
own history (even if they make it in already existing circumstances). These 
principles are the foundation for a new social studies, one that is not driven 
by a standardized curriculum or examinations, but by the perceived needs, 
interests, and desires of our students, our communities of shared interest, 
and ourselves as educators.

Rethinking Social Studies is organized into three parts. Part I, “Redrawing 
the Lines,” expands on the basic premises discussed previously. Chapter 1 
presents a description and critique of a traditional social studies education. 
The chapter deconstructs the ideology of neutrality, which is frequently 
taught as part of social studies teacher education and examines the delete-
rious effects of conceiving of learning and citizenship as spectator projects. 
Chapter 2 presents a case study of a right-wing think tank report on social 
studies as an example of the politics of the social studies and its connec-
tions to movement conservatism. By taking a close look at neo-conservative 
efforts to control the field and destroy the (at least theoretical) pluralism 
that has long characterized social studies, we can better understand the 
normative nature of social studies and the inadequacy of adopting a neutral 
stance as social studies educators. Chapter 3, “Insurrectionist Pedagogies 
and the Pursuit of Dangerous Citizenship,” is in many ways the heart of the 
book. This chapter presents an analysis of neoliberal education reforms in 
North America. Part of a Global Education Reform Movement (GERM), 
these corporate-driven reforms include three key strategies: (a) school 
choice and privatization, (b) human capital policies for teachers, and (c) 
standardized curriculum coupled with an increased use of standardized 
testing. The idea of “dangerous citizenship” is presented as a possible anti-
dote to the stultifying effects of GERM on the freedom to think, learn, and 
teach social studies outside of a hegemonic worldview that is authoritarian 
and harbors racially, sexually, and class-based discriminatory traditions. 
Various possibilities for creative disruption of dominant assumptions and 
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practices of social studies teaching and curriculum are presented as imagi-
naries for what might become insurgent pedagogies that foster dangerous 
citizenship.

The chapters in Part II, “Social Education and Critical Knowledge for 
Everyday Life” explore questions such as, What is social justice? Chapter 4 
takes a look at the relationship of social justice and power and argues that 
social justice requires much more than adopting a new vocabulary, and a 
socially and culturally inclusive curricula, rather it requires a revolution of 
everyday life.

Chapter 3 asks, What is critical pedagogy? Then takes a critical look at 
an approach that is filled with contradictions, and too often comes across 
as either a theory-laden field for left-wing academics, or a radical idea that 
is domesticated by liberal teachers and teacher educators, or both. The 
chapter emphasizes the importance of everyday life and becoming as part 
of what it means to practice critical pedagogy.

Why is class an invisible concept in social studies? What would social 
studies look like if we put class at the center of the curriculum? Chapter 6, 
“Why Teaching Class Matters,” describes both the invisibility of class in the 
social studies curriculum (and research) and presents an example of how 
class can be (and is) used as the organizing concept for a high school Amer-
ican studies course. Chapter 7 analyzes the American empire—making 
connections between politics, foreign policy and the economy to illustrate 
the really existing class war in the United States (and the world)—as the 
context for the political and pedagogical project that is teaching and orga-
nizing for social change.

In an era marked by regimented curriculum, bureaucratic outcomes-
based accountability systems, and corporatized educational aims, how do 
you keep your ideals and still teach? The answer to this question is mul-
tifaceted; but as argued in Chapter 8, there are at least two necessary, 
if insufficient responses. First, working in opposition to the mainstream 
of educational practice requires a question-posing approach. Second, 
collaborative thought and action are crucial to the understanding and 
transformation of educational practices and social relations. Two counter-
stories are presented in this chapter. The first is based on the individual 
perspectives of two novice teachers. The second is the counterstory of a 
collective known as The Rouge Forum. 

I often ask the social studies teachers to write about and examine the 
beliefs that inform their practice as educators. This task is useful in unearth-
ing unstated assumptions that underlie our classroom practices, broader 
beliefs regarding the role of schools in society, and reasons we teach what 
we teach. In Chapter 9, I have taken my own assignment and completed 
it, presenting “my pedagogical creed” (based on the framework of John 
Dewey’s famously titled article). My hope is that you will be inspired to 
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write your own pedagogical creed as a way of analyzing and gaining insight 
into your practice as a social studies educator.

Part III, “Beyond the Classroom,” extends some themes from earlier 
in the book and provides an overview of key ideas found in Parts I and II 
(plus a few new ones). Democracy within the social studies curriculum is too 
often presented in its most weak and superficial form; that is, as the process 
of electing representatives and learning the functions of government. I 
say, “Don’t vote, engage politics!” Chapter 10 presents one approach to 
political engagement: writing for popular media. Chapter 11 is my own 
“educational autobiography,” another assignment I ask my students to 
complete, this activity aims to make sense of our current assumptions, 
thinking, and practices as educators by historicizing and analyzing their 
preconditions. The idea is that if we can better understand the sources 
of our present thinking and practice, we can then better understand our 
present circumstances and more clearly envision how what we think and 
do today can help us achieve our goals in the future. The book closes with 
an interview conducted by Carlo Fanelli in which I discuss a wide range of 
topics, including corporate education reform, critical pedagogy, and edu-
cational and political activism. In many ways this interview is an overview 
and summary of ideas from the previous chapters.
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