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“Preface” to the Chinese translation

// of Zhhe Subaltern Sperk

There is a very long tradition of asking critical questions in
education. Among the most important questions are: What and
whose knowledge should we teach? Who should decide? Who benefits
from the ways in which educational institutions are now organized and
controlled? Who should benefit? How do we transform these
institutioné so that they serve more genuinely democratic and
egalitarian purposes? Of course, there are many other questions that
could be added to this. But the list points to a set of tasks that
involve what is best thought of as understanding and interrupting
dominance in education. Those of you who are familiar with my work
over the past four decades know that this task is something I have
tried to take very seriously.

The Subaltern Speak follows a path that I first laid out in books
such as Ideology and Curriculum (2004), Cultural Politics and
Education (Apple 1996), Official Knowledge (2000), The State
and the Politics o f Knowledge (Apple et al 2003), and most recently
~ Educating the “Right” Way (Apple 2006). In those volumes, 1
critically examined the ways in which education functions as an arena
that reproduces, and possibly contests, domination. All of these
books have been or are being translated into Chinese.

The Subaltern Speak goes further than these other volumes in a
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crucial area. It focuses specifically on the ways in which “the bottom”
of society is constructed and how. the bottom constructs itself. This
book is the result of years of thought on the part of myself and
Kristen Buras, as well as the other authors of chapters included here.
All of us are deeply committed to the theoretical, empirical, and
political project of understanding and interrupting the relations of
dominance and subordination in the larger society. But as people
involved in education, we focus on the ways in which power works in
and through education and on the struggles that are generated by the
ways power works in educational institutions. In thinking about the
current state of critical educational theory and analysis, Kristen Buras
and I felt that the multiple voices of those on the bottom of society
were too often silenced or were not heard. As the great Brazilian
educator Paulo Freire (1970) always reminded us, real education
must begin in dialogue. But there can be no dialogue if only one side
has the power to speak or to be listened to.

What at first seemed to us to be a relatively clear and simple
project turned out to be immensely complicated. Documenting how
and when the oppressed speak, and illuminating what they are
saying, was our original goal. We wanted to provide a space for the
voices of the oppressed, to act as their “critical secretaries”so that
their voices and their powerful insights could not be ignored by
educators, scholars, policy makers, government officials, ‘and
others. We knew that there were problems with doing this, including
the important question of whether we could actually accurately
represent these voices. Were we simply repfoducing dominance in
subtle ways as well? This is not an easy issue to deal with. But we
became convinced that collectively we had important things to say
about this and about other issues.

There are many theoretical and political debates concerning who




the subaltern are, what counts as speech, what the messages are, and
even who listens. Thus, we were conscious of our need to take
account of the debates that are best summarized in Gayatri Spivak’s
contentious question, “Can the subaltern speak?” (Spivak 1988).
Taking Spivak’s question as seriously as it deserves meant that we
had to direct our attention to an audience that was larger than those
people who are involved in the field of education. The audience had to
include people in a wider range of critical analyses — education of
course, but also cultural studies, women’s studies, sociology, post-
colonial studies, critical policy studies, and so on.

As we began the work on this volume, it hence became even
clearer that the politics we had to deal with were much more complex
than we originally envisioned. For example, in the institutions of this
society there are multiple power relations being reproduced and
contested at the same time — class, race /ethnicity, gender, religion,
and others. Interpreting whether something is “the genuine voice” of
the subaltern gets very difficult when one realizes that there may be
contradictory dynamics of power all operating at the same time in any
real situation. QOur task got harder as well, because as we show in
this volume some elements of dominant groups are now claiming to be
oppressed themselves. This claim seems very strange to us. But in a
time of neoliberal and neoconservative restructuring in the West (and
elsewhere) , both many of the arguments and much of the language of
oppressed groups have been re-appropriated by dominant groups and
used for their own purposes (Apple 2000,2006).

In the end, we decided to present the issues in all of their
complexity. There is a danger in making this decision, for we are
painfully aware that sometimes making things complicated can also
make it harder for us to act against oppressive realities. But when

reality is complex, our actions need to reflect this complexity as well.
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In education, in particular, a realization of this complexity is crucial,
since real people in real institutions make decisions that have lasting
effects on students’ and communities’ lives. If those of us in
education do not act in ways that reflect the complex voices from
below , we are not acting in an ethical way. The result is not
“dialogue,” but ideological imposition.

Both Kristen Buras and I understand that the material included in
this book cannot be automatically used to fully understand the
realities of China. As I have learned from my repeated trips there,
China is an extremely complex nation, a complexity that is all too
often ignored or misunderstood by western writers. But we hope that
our critical investigations can assist critical researchers and activists in
China in their own efforts to provide spaces where the voices of the
oppressed are heard. This is a significant step in our task of
understanding and interrupting dominance.

Let me end this Preface with a final statement of appreciation.
No matter how good a book is, its influence in other countries
depends on the efforts of translators who care deeply about the issues
that are raised by the authors. Because of this, I want to thank the
translators of this book at Tsinghua University Institute of Education

for all of the hard and creative work in which they have engaged.

Michael 20 Apple

John Bascom Professor of
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Educational Policy Studies
University of Wisconsin, Madison
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