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Foreword to the Chinese Edition of Can
Education Change Society?

Throughout my career, I have been engaged in a dual project:
1) understanding the complex ways in which education inside and outside of
schools is involved in the reproduction of relations of dominance and subordination
in the larger society; and 2) challenging these relations by focusing on the
contradictions, possibilities, and realities that can and do interrupt inequalities
(see Apple, 2013).

Can Education Change Society? is a continuation of this dual project. It is
best understood by connecting it to the books that came before it. It is an attempt
to answer a number of the questions that I raised in such books as Official
Knowledge (2014) and Educating the “Right” Way (2006). In these books, I
demonstrated how dominant economic, political, and cultural groups employed
education to push society in particular directions. I also showed how this was part
of larger, and quite creative, ideological process of changing our commonsense of
what counts as democracy and social justicee. My aim in each of these previous
volumes, and in the many books that came before them, was to answer some of the
most important questions critical educators can ask. “Does education only reflect
dominant relations?” And “Is it possible for education to transform society?”

Especially in Educating the “Right” Way, 1 answered the second of these
questions with a strong “yes. 7 However, I was more than a little worried that
the groups that were using education to radically transform society in so many
countries throughout the world were committed to values that actually led to

more, not less, inequality. This left me feeling very dissatisfied. I now had an
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answer to the question of whether education was a powerful force in social
transformation if it was closely connected to larger economic, political, and
cultural movements. But basically what I had shown was that this power was now
being employed by a new alliance of dominant groups. This raised a crucial question
for me. If dominant groups could do this, could progressive groups do the same?

This question led to two new books, both of which have now been translated
into Chinese. The first was Global Crises , Social Justice , and Education (2010).
This brought together a number of critical analyses of socially critical education in
urban and rural areas internationally and linked these examples to larger
progressive movements and struggles (see also Apple, Au, and Gandin, 2009
and Apple, Ball, and Gandin, 2010). The second is the book you are about to
read. Can Education Change Society? is a more ambitious book theoretically,
historically, and empirically. It lays out how we might better ask and answer the
question that is the book’s title, It includes a wider range of voices who have also
given a positive answer to the question of whether a critically oriented education
can led to successful transformations. And it provides ways of thinking about the
values that should guide these transformations. The book does this not only
theoretically, but also by giving close attention to examples of education’s role as
a center of progressive change.

Finally, I try to be very honest about some of the possible risks that critical
educators may face when involved in engaging in a socially transformative
movements. I also try not to be anonymous in dealing with the issue of risk and,
therefore, use my own story as an example of some of the possibilities and risks.

Of course, I am talking about theories, examples, experiences, and people
mostly from the West and the “global South”.  Thus, you will have to do what
thoughtful readers always do — see where these theories, examples, experiences,
and people are relevant to your own lives and to the realities of China. As with all
of my books that have been translated into Chinese, I hope that the arguments

and examples included here provide important insights into these realities.
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Let me conclude this Preface with a sincere thank you to Wang Zhankui.
During the time he was writing his PhD dissertation on my work, Zhankui spent a
year at the University of Wisconsin, Madison working with me. I got to know
him quite well and have a good deal of respect for him as a dedicated scholar and
teacher. The work of being a translator is very difficult. Indeed, at times it is
more difficult than the work of being a writer, Can Education Change Society? is
a complicated book, in part because it is not only academic, but there are times
when it is intensely personal and political. Thus, Wang Zhankui’s task was even
more complex than usual because translating this book requires not only an
understanding of my theories, but an even deeper knowledge of me, of my
history, and of my educational, ethical, and political commitments. I appreciate

his labor very much.

Michael W. Apple

John Bascom Professor of

Curriculum and Instruction
and

Educational Policy Studies

University of Wisconsin, Madison
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