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Abstract
We are living in a time when scholar and student activists are siphoned 
within a hegemonic and colonizing university structure that maintains 
and upholds neoliberalism and whiteness as an ideology. The need to 
reimagine such spaces has never been more dire. We argue that by 
interconnecting and complicating the philosophical and conceptual 
tenets of intersectionality and decolonization, therein lies the potential 
for university students to grapple with such notions as cognitive dis-
sonance, the dialectics of consciousness, as well as understanding the 
importance of seeing themselves as being with and within the world. 
All of these elements encompass praxis and educating for critical con-
sciousness. We discuss that by grounding students’ thinking within 
an interconnected epistemological framework and radical philosophy 
of educating for critical consciousness, they will be better equipped to 
challenge their own education, as well as leave the university as agents 
of resistance and transformation. 

Keywords: intersectionality, decolonization, critical education, educating 
for critical consciousness, whiteness as an ideology

Introduction
History well-confirms democracy is never guaranteed, even during 
great movements of people. As such, we are reminded that democracy 
is never a given, but rather entails an ongoing emancipatory struggle 
for political voice, participation, and social action. With this in mind, 
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higher education continues to exist as a formative contested terrain of 
struggle, given the potential of public education to serve as a democra-
tizing force for the evolution of critical consciousness and democratic 
pubic life. (Darder, 2012, p. 424)

 We are living in a time when scholar and student activists are 
siphoned within a hegemonic and colonizing university structure that 
prioritizes self-meritocracy and politically neutral education. Instead 
of centering teaching and learning that prepares students to actively 
challenge societal inequities and oppressions, the university1 maintains 
the status quo of hegemony, neoliberalism, and whiteness as an ideol-
ogy.2 According to Bargh (2007, p. 13) “neoliberalism demonstrates a 
translation of many older colonial beliefs, once expressed explicitly, now 
expressed implicitly, into language and practices which are far more 
covert about their civilizing mission.” In essence, a neoliberal ideology 
seeks to colonize, suppress, and reinforce the fear that any form of critical 
thinking within the university might disrupt and challenge the status 
quo of complacency and individualism. 
 Importantly, the tenets of both neoliberalism and hegemonic white-
ness work in tandem to uphold and “normalize” the university as a 
colonizing structure by undermining “diversity politics” and radical 
voices from the margins (cultural, racialized, economic, gendered, and 
sexual borderlands). In as much, the language surrounding diversity 
itself needs to be traced to the political historical journeys in which the 
aims for increasing representation were shaped because, as Ahmed 
and Swan (2006, p. 96) argue, the simultaneous neoliberal push back 
on and co-option of “diversity politics” require academics to agitate for 
more than just diverse representation within universities. Furthermore, 
not only do many universities still inadequately retain and hire Black, 
Indigenous and People of Colour (BIPOC) students and staff, the neo-
liberal conditions of spaces within universities can be experienced as 
fundamentally exclusionary, unsafe, and unwelcoming (McAllister et 
al., 2019, p. 237).
 Notably, there is a connective tissue within universities that is 
continually being forged between ideologies, intentions, and the forma-
tion of policies and practices (Picower & Mayorga, 2015). This must be 
understood as an amalgamation of the insidious ways of thinking about 
the world that directly interconnect and dehumanize elements of race, 
class, gender, among other identifiers. Within such thinking, the univer-
sity monitors humanity, destroys and delegitimizes community, whilst 
demeaning the importance of the public good (Giroux, 2001; 2012). As a 
result, too many students leave the university unprepared to challenge 
the many facets of white supremacy and other forms of oppression both 
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within education and society. In fact, so little attention is paid to directly 
challenging whiteness and racism that many students can spend their 
entire tenure at university sidestepping such content altogether. 
 Speaking to this, Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2012) note, 

White students can enter the doors as fresh-persons and exit as se-
niors virtually unchanged in terms of their assumptions about white 
supremacy, and that this is both expected and structured into what we 
do in universities. Thus, education further solidifies the colonization of 
the white mind when what needs to occur is decolonization. (p. 720)

In other words, whiteness (as a default and/or norm) takes up space and 
is reinforced as the normalized version of living comfortably with and 
within the world. By glossing over the insidious ways that white supremacy 
traverses throughout the university structure, racial awareness is accom-
modated, whilst evading systems of power that have the potential to alter 
the larger system of racism and racial ideology (Burke, 2017).
 Significantly, transformation from the oppressive and dehumanizing 
structures of academia are possible and already in action within critical, 
transgressive work that takes place across many colleges and universi-
ties around the world, including (among many others) in Aotearoa, New 
Zealand3 (hooks, 1994; McAllister et al., 2019). Throughout this article, 
we contribute to this body of work and praxis by arguing that by inter-
connecting and complicating the philosophical and conceptual tenets of 
intersectionality and decolonization, therein lies the potential for uni-
versity students to grapple with such notions as cognitive dissonance, 
the dialectics of consciousness, as well as understanding the importance 
of seeing themselves as being with and within the world (Freire, 1970; 
1974). All of these elements encompass praxis and educating for critical 
consciousness. 
 Within this framework, we write this article self-identifying as white, 
European, Jewish-American, cisgender, able-bodied, middle-class het-
erosexual woman, and as white, European New Zealander, cisgender, 
able-bodied, middle-class heterosexual woman. By critically reflecting 
upon our individual and collective experiences and actions, there is an 
awareness for how we either reinforce or challenge power. 
 This article will be broken up into three main sections. The first 
section discusses intersectionality as both a theoretical framework and 
an element of praxis. The second part contextualizes decolonization. 
Specifically, we address the following questions: What is decolonization 
and what is not? How is this connected to resistance and resilience? The 
final section pulls together the theoretical frameworks of intersectional-
ity and decolonization, arguing that by grounding students’ thinking 
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within an interconnected epistemological framework and philosophy 
of educating for critical consciousness, they will be better equipped to 
leave university as proactive agents of resistance and transformation. 

Understanding Intersectionality
 At its core, intersectionality, coined by legal scholar Kimberlé 
Crenshaw in 1989, served as a base in which to directly critique and 
challenge the patriarchy within the legal community and society, as 
well as the whiteness of second wave feminism writ large. It is helpful 
to think of the following metaphor when unpacking the duelling forces 
of oppression that underpin the need for an intersectional analysis:

Whose roads are these? Who designed the grid, and then who built 
them? Whose land is the entire structure on? How does the grid itself 
marginalize people, transforming some people into so-called “minorities” 
in the imperial gaze while supposedly being able to serve the interests 
of the ‘majority’? For me these are the most productive questions that 
arise as we try to think about the relationship between intersectionality 
and marginality. (Khatun, p.18, as cited in Silverstein, 2017)

Notably, when thinking about intersectionality in our contemporary mo-
ment, the aim is to shift the conversation from thinking about feminism 
as a white, liberal, cisgender, heterosexual, able-bodied, middle/upper-
class movement, to one that must be rearticulated so as to interrogate the 
historical and present “norm” of what defines a feminist. Furthermore, 
it reinforces the notion that discrimination, marginalizations, and op-
pressions remain because of “the stubborn endurance of the structures 
of white dominance” (Crenshaw as cited in Coaston, 2019).
 Moreover, an intersectional analysis and interpretation should be 
rooted in recognizing and analyzing social inequalities. In particular, 
it should “explore the interaction between different identity markers, 
such as race, and gender, that underpin social, political, and economic 
formal rules and informal norms and cultures” (Evans, 2016, p. 68). 
In as much, intersectionality moves away from seeing people as a ho-
mogenous, undifferentiated mass, and instead, provides a framework 
for explaining how social divisions of race, gender, age, and citizenship 
status (just to name a few) position people differently in the world (Col-
lins & Bilge, 2016). Within this nuanced and context specific analysis, 
intersectionality has the potential to effectively challenge a single story 
of oppression, marginalization, and power. 



Jennifer Gale de Saxe & Bonnie-Estelle Trotter-Simons �

Intersectionality as a Theoretical Framework
 Building on this definition and understanding of intersectional-
ity, it makes sense to situate its tenets within a nuanced theoretical 
framework so as to avoid essentialist narratives about whom or what 
intersectionality is referring to. Within the context of teaching and 
learning, an intersectional framework provides a platform to recognize 
one’s standpoint4 (both as educators and students) so as to challenge 
the dominant ideologies of traditional educational practices, as well 
as tease apart hegemonic understandings of identity, oppression, and 
resistance. As hooks (1986) reminds us, “women must learn to accept 
responsibility for fighting oppressions that may not directly affect us as 
individuals. When we show our concern for the collective, we strengthen 
our solidarity” (p. 137). To experience solidarity, we must have a com-
munity of interests, shared beliefs, and goals around which to unite to 
build Sisterhood.
 Further, Lorde (1984) wrote for the need to welcome difference, not to 
“merely tolerate” people who are different. We must embrace difference 
because it is that which provides a fund of necessary polarities between 
which our creativity has the opportunity to spark like a dialectic. Khatun 
as cited in Silverstein (2017) builds on this stating, “rather than buy-
ing this story that theorises humans as deviations from a white, male, 
propertied, heterosexual, Protestant-but secular individual, I want to 
look at how the colonial production of these categories continues to see 
the very terms in which we talk about difference” (p. 16). 
 An intersectional analysis also provides a framework in which to 
critique the often-times unchallenged nature of traditional western 
schooling. Understood as multilogicality, Kincheloe and Steinberg (2008) 
see this practice as simply the need for humans to encounter multiple 
perspectives in all dimensions of their lives. This idea underscores the 
importance of recognizing and drawing on indigenous knowledges and 
perspectives, as well as situating oneself with and within the world 
(Freire, 1974). Kincheloe and Steinberg (2008) understand multilogical-
ity as a process that has the potential to shape social analyses, political 
perspectives, knowledge production, and action (all elements of under-
standing praxis). Thus, by incorporating multiple viewpoints through an 
intersectional framework, “multilogical teachers begin to look at lessons 
from the perspectives of individuals from different race, class, gender, 
and sexual orientations. They are dedicated to search for new perspec-
tives” (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008, p. 139). As such, a multifaceted 
interpretation of intersectionality as a theoretical framework is what 
allows it move from a theory to a form of praxis and resistance. 
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Intersectionality as Praxis:
Challenging an Ideology of Whiteness

 Arguably, engaging with intersectionality as a form of praxis (or tool) 
requires a commitment to understanding how its theoretical interpreta-
tion is constantly under construction, malleable, and context specific. In 
other words, seeing intersectionality as an element of praxis requires that 
one pay close attention to historical, intellectual, and political contexts 
so that engaging with it as a tool is nuanced and deliberate. 
 Sandoval (2000) builds on this argument through her discussion of 
differential consciousness, or an alternative way in which to reassess 
one’s current understandings of oppositional praxis and resistance. In 
essence, Sandoval recognizes the various ways in which race, gender, 
and class intersect, and why it is imperative for an interconnectivity of 
all forms of marginalization so that true transformation can take place. 
Although Sandoval does recognize and honor oppositional methods and 
forms of resistance, she advocates for a dynamic process of moving for-
ward, aiming towards expanding and incorporating many diverse forms 
of opposition and modes of resistance. 
 We also draw on Collins and Bilge’s (2016) discussion of “relational-
ity,” as it speaks to the necessary commitment of developing coalitions 
and/or relations across social divisions. Collins and Bilge state, “relational 
thinking rejects either/or binary thinking, for example, opposing theory 
to practice, scholarship to activism, or blacks to whites” (p. 27). This view 
of relationality informs the way we engage with literature on decoloni-
zation, and resistance and resilience in this article. It also synthesises 
well with Freire’s (1970) view of student-teachers and teacher-students, 
where he deliberately seeks to disrupt the hierarchy through people 
supposedly occupying one role and never the other. Relationality is a 
central component of the multifaceted ways that scholar and student 
activists can engage in decolonial, anti-racist, and collective resistance 
in universities.
 To reiterate, one of the central tenets of an intersectional analysis is 
to challenge and confront the omnipresent racism and white supremacy 
found both within education and society. Within this realm, we look to 
a few theorists whose work builds on intersectionality as praxis and 
resistance, whilst centering critical race theory and critical philosophies 
of whiteness. 
 A major characteristic within critical philosophies of whiteness is 
that there must be a re-articulation and re-conceptualization of white-
ness. Through this reframing, resistance comes with a comprehensive 
understanding for the explicit and implicit ways that unexamined 
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whiteness reinforces the inherent oppression found within our educa-
tional institutions and communities. As is often the case, talking about 
whiteness tends to focus on the invisibility of the privilege and power in 
a very surfaced manner. Instead, the aim should be to deeply examine 
and interrogate whiteness as a pervasive ideology, whilst conceptualizing 
and problematizing it as more nuanced, structural, and institutional, 
as opposed to an “individual” problem (Haviland, 2008; McIntyre, 2002; 
Pollock et. al, 2009).
 Additionally, we draw on Matias and Mackey, (2016) who argue for 
a pedagogization of critical whiteness studies. Building on the self-re-
flexivity that undergirds critical feminist and critical education theories, 
a pedagogy of critical whiteness becomes an active framework which 
“deconstructs the material, physical, emotional, and political power of 
whiteness. Used in conjunction with other critical theories of race, critical 
whiteness studies provides a ying to the yang studies of race” (Matias 
& Mackey, 2016, p. 35). Matias and Mackey further emphasise that a 
true commitment to racial justice cannot be fully actualized by choos-
ing to ignore how the exertions of whiteness create a violent condition 
for survival. Thus, by unpacking hegemonic and structural whiteness, 
therein lies an opportunity to penetrate a wider lens through which to 
understand how an ideology of whiteness and sustained racial domination 
permeate educational and societal structures. Perceiving educational 
and societal structures in this way necessitates a critical engagement 
with the context of colonization and ongoing colonial realities through 
neoliberal values (Bargh, 2007). Working to interrupt an ideology of 
whiteness, in education and more generally, therefore cannot be sepa-
rated from engaging with decolonization work and movements. 

Complicating Decolonization
 Decolonial work happening in education around the world is concep-
tualized in a range of different ways. We enter this part of the discussion 
by situating how decolonization, resistance, and resilience can be under-
stood in our local neoliberal colonial context. Writing about subversive 
ontologies for Māori, the indigenous people of Aotearoa, New Zealand, 
Penehira et al. (2014) consider resistance to be defined by collectively-
driven, substantive actions which proactively stop “further colonizing 
forces such as the neoliberal agenda” (Penehira et al. 2014, p. 103; Bargh, 
2007). In their work, they seek to demarcate how the terms ‘resilience’ 
and ‘resistance’ are distinct, yet can work in tandem to have useful import 
for conceptualizing Māori ontologies in a colonised society. Noting that 
Māori world views are obviously not homogenous, Penehira et al. (2014) 
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posit that in general for indigenous peoples, resistance is understood as 
visible within the actions of indigenous people who share a desire to be 
proactive, rather than merely reactive to colonizing legacies (Penehira 
et al., 2014, pp. 103-104). Resistance (like praxis) is action based, and 
requires a collective outlook and implication to enable resistant action 
to affect real change.
 For example, alternatives to a colonized status quo are actively 
incorporated and made tangible in the tireless work done to claim back 
stolen land and to grow decolonizing movements. It must be noted that 
decolonization and resistance are not inherently the same thing, and 
therefore, according to Tuck and Yang (2012), decolonization does not 
stand in as a metaphor for a broad application of the term resistance. 
This is vital to note because of the ways in which the term decoloniza-
tion gets routinely misappropriated to serve hegemonic (white, colonial) 
academic purposes—rather than being used directly in relation to re-
claiming stolen lands. As Tuck and Yang (2012) argue, although it is 
essential, committing oneself to the work of decolonization is not easy 
because it necessarily requires the relinquishing of colonial power and 
privilege for non-indigenous peoples, as well as conversations with other 
white5 people that are necessarily confrontational because of this.
 Further to this point, the multifaceted ways in which indigenous 
women in particular are affected by colonization (the stealing or con-
fiscating of land) continues to be marginalized in such conversations. 
Simmonds (2011) and Hutchings (2005), each writing about mana 
wāhine (translating approximately to a Māori feminism) and Māori 
women, contend that colonization and patriarchy are intertwined in 
their oppression of Māori women. Heterosexist gender roles shape 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s colonial legacy to a larger degree than what is 
often acknowledged in local critical public discourse about colonization 
(James & Saville-Smith, 1994). 
 The redefining of gender roles, and the ways in which gender pre-
dominantly organized New Zealand colonial society, served to dually 
displace Māori women: from their homeland and from their connection 
to Papatūānuku (earth mother) (Hutchings, 2005). In tikanga Māori 
understanding of women’s wairua (spirit, spiritual ontology) in relation 
to Papatūānuku, maintaining care of land and its ecological diversity is 
essential for Māori women as kaitiaki (guardians of the land) where lives 
and lineages of whakapapa (ancestry, genealogy) and mokopuna (grand-
children, or children of a future generation) are protected, affirmed and 
cherished through giving and nurturing life via sacred knowledge and 
practice of growing and preparing Māori food and medicine. In as much, 
we support Tuck and Yang’s (2012) critique of the limits of discourse 
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around decolonizing the mind because indigenous women continue to 
be even further disadvantaged in this way. The lack of action and focus 
on land reclamation implicit in over-emphasising conscientization as 
all-encompassing radical action that education can offer is a gendered 
issue, as well as a colonial issue. 
 Drawing on Hutchings (2005) and Simmonds (2011) mana wāhine 
literature about the gendered and sexualised component of colonization is 
helpful for illustrating our argument that deepening our understanding 
of and commitment to the work of decolonization is key in intersectional 
feminist praxis. The crossover of these two frameworks provides a rich 
and nuanced set of conceptual tools for informing liberatory teaching 
praxis. There are ways in which Tuck and Yang’s (2012) rigorous work 
on defining decolonization can be drawn on for invaluable insights which 
strengthen our understanding of Penehira et al.’s (2014) distinguish-
ing between resistance and resilience, in order to specify how they are 
simultaneously referring to different things that are connected.

Resistance and Resilience
 A resilient ontology is a powerful ontology, even though it has limits 
to individual, rather than collective, experience. Notably, resilience has 
the potential to enable those who can operate within the dominant syn-
tax to take the reins and transform dialogue in their own lives, thereby 
impacting the lives of those around them (Freire, 1974). Resilience can 
enable the engagement of these individuals in more collective-focused 
efforts to resist further threats of colonization. The ways in which groups 
of indigenous peoples engage with the term differs and is context depen-
dent. Accordingly, it must be noted that these concepts are not homog-
enously agreed upon by all indigenous peoples, nor all people within one 
ethnic group. Writing about the usefulness of the term ‘resilience’ for 
the Anishinaabe people of Lake Nipigon in Northern Ontario, Canada, 
McGuire (2010) proposes that resilience is most useful for indigenous 
peoples when it actively contributes to community strength, a similar 
view shared by Penehira et al. who describe how it can benefit Māori. 
McGuire (2010) draws on Durie (2006) to propose that indigenous peoples 
reclaim the word ‘resilience’ to work for them: resilience describes a 
positive lens for self-empowerment and affirmation as an indigenous 
person, and by extension instilling a determination to “succeed” beyond 
racist, colonial expectations (McGuire, 2010, p. 121). 
 Extending on McGuire’s (2010) argument that the term does not 
adequately offer scope for theorizing collective movement and action of 
indigenous folk, Penehira et al (2014, p. 100) urge scholars’ and educa-
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tors’ use of the word ‘resilience’ to be meaningful and critical when re-
ferring to Māori, because the term still has roots in Eurocentric ideas of 
survival of the fittest and individualist, capitalist notions of adaptability 
and stamina (ie: neoliberalism). It is obviously inappropriate to simply 
insert Māori into such pre-existing frameworks, without interrogating 
the origins of these and the relationships they have with colonization. 
This is particularly because definitions and understandings of ‘resilience’ 
undoubtedly differ for different indigenous peoples, and to a large degree 
these conceptualizations of resilience are still not widely known or ac-
cepted in colonized societies.
 Tuck and Yang (2012) further critique the limits of over-emphasising 
resilience through the popular discourse in critical education studies 
around ‘decolonizing’ the mind, rather than focusing on the fundamen-
tals that decolonizing work must do: join efforts to have all stolen land 
repatriated. They maintain that Freire’s notion of critical consciousness 
is often all too conveniently taken by academics to stand in for acts of do-
ing, which as Tuck and Yang (2012) point out and Lorde (1984) contends 
constitutes fundamental conditions for real, lived freedom. Freeing the 
mind, or conscientization, can only take displaced indigenous people so 
far when their land remains stolen and the material inequalities related 
to this land displacement persist. 
 Conceptualizing decolonization in a critical and specific way also 
ties into understanding the interrelated yet distinct work taking place 
locally and internationally, between seeking diversity in academia, as 
well as moving “beyond” it (Ahmed & Swan, 2006, pp. 97-98). Increasing 
BIPOC diversity is essential, because the number of Māori and Pasifika 
students and staff within New Zealand universities are important in-
dicators for how well the institution is progressing in terms of valuing 
indigenous knowledge and people (McAllister et al., 2019, p. 237). Māori 
and Pasifika graduate students themselves have and are pushing for 
diverse faculty and syllabi, and calling on universities to re-think their 
processes for hiring and supporting BIPOC staff so that the learning 
space is always already anti-racist and actively geared to critique and 
resist colonial structures (Funaki & Naepi, 2020; McAllister et al., 2019). 
McAllister et al. (2019, pp. 243-244) argue that a diverse workplace is 
not necessarily a decolonized one, and is not in itself a marker of how 
well the institution has disentangled itself from neoliberal logic which 
embeds hegemonic whiteness akin to colonialism. If neoliberal frame-
works for organizing academic spaces are not themselves unravelled and 
radically re-thought, then the same fundamental issues will remain.
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Critical Consciousness and Educational Relationalities
 Arguably, the merging together of intersectionality and educating 
for critical consciousness is not a linear nor a one-dimensional process. 
We highlight the importance of thinking deliberately about the content 
and context specific manner in which these frameworks interconnect. As 
such, it is helpful to think about the role of Freire’s concept of educating 
for critical consciousness when considering these theories in relation to 
educational praxis. 
 Freire (1970) argued for the importance of locating critical conscious-
ness as a set of linguistic tools as they have a foundation within the 
social and political visions of various revolutionary, intersectional, and 
critical race thinkers (see for example hooks, 1986; 1994; 2000; Lorde, 
1984; Crenshaw, 1989; Davis, 1983; Young, 1997; 1990). Importantly, 
linguistic tools help us to name problems which were previously un-
named, and to develop a moving language for talking about them in 
the context of the wider institution and society which the classroom is 
located. Critically, this language must then shape the direction of sub-
sequent action (Lorde, 1984, pp. 36-37). In our teaching, we must seek 
to create liberatory learning spaces which resist an individualization 
of education and instead honor an “ontological vocation to become more 
fully human” (Freire, 1970, p. 47; hooks, 2000). 
 Additionally, Penehira et al. (2014) note that we must seek to 
deepen our understandings of resilience as distinct from, yet connected 
to resistance in order to move away from dichotomising the two terms. 
We must strengthen how we construct frameworks around the personal 
and collective so that they may be interpreted more meaningfully for 
informing the social action that so many students envision and are 
drawn towards. It is this process that provides a space for students to 
engage with the dialectics of consciousness. 
 Au (2012) discusses a dialectical conception of consciousness as “how 
we are simultaneously with and within the world” (p. 16). It is what 
intertwines and connects the world and community both inside and 
outside of our educational communities; “we come to know things vis-à-
vis our inseparable relationships with the totality of our environments” 
(Au, 2012, p. 19). The dialectics of consciousness support the notion that 
our educational institutions and classroom cultures are simply just a 
microcosm of society. The interconnectedness between the two spaces 
is fluid in nature, evolving, and moving together. We are both in the 
classroom, and in the world, simultaneously.
 Additionally, as we think about this dialogue and its relationship 
to sociological theory, Hays (1994, p. 61) argues that sociologists and 
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critical scholars should not dichotomise structure and agency in under-
standing social change, but rather see them as inextricably interlinked. 
This is imperative not only in being attuned to the complexity of lived 
experiences of oppression, discrimination and empowerment, but also 
in framing how we must encourage students to think about the scope 
of educational and social change. Overemphasising the power of neo-
liberal individualizing discourses as being equipped to explain every 
nuance of social agency can mean we risk losing sight of individuals as 
still connected to and influenced by communitie—albeit in increasingly 
fragmented, liquid ways (Hays, 1994; Bauman, 2007). 
 In the context of this discussion, there are also risks of reifying 
what it means to be oppressed, as well as the ways in which people ex-
perience oppression. This is unhelpful because the inherent stagnation 
of the neoliberal characterization of deficit individuals can take focus 
away from liberatory work and everyday practice which is already be-
ing undertaken by individuals and the communities of which they are a 
part. Hays (1994, p. 61) maintains that structures are fundamental for 
facilitating our understanding of individuals, and structurally focused 
change provides, in her words, “the tools for creative and transformative 
action, [which] thereby make[s] human freedom possible.” In this respect, 
we can move beyond neoliberal characterizations of “the individual” and 
instead perceive the student person as a non-universal category, yet 
also situated in and shaped by wider societal norms, institutions, and 
as holding membership of various groups. It is our hope that teaching 
radical frameworks and theory as the building blocks for social change 
can give both educators and students personal and political tools for 
transformation.

Intersectionality as Liberatory Praxis
 These transformative building blocks are where we see intersection-
ality playing a crucial role. Understanding intersectionality as praxis 
(Sandoval, 2000) is to understand a theory which is active, alive, and 
constantly expanding. Grounding one’s thinking and teaching in the 
works of radical intersectional thinkers such as bell hooks (1994) is in-
tegral to transforming students’ preconceived ideas around the purpose 
and usefulness of learning theory and what counts as “T”ruth. hooks’ 
writing is geared toward liberation through education and knowledge 
creation, which fundamentally has the most significant import beyond 
the classroom. When learning about feminism, for example, one can 
look to the expertise of Black and indigenous feminist activists and 
authors working outside of academia for guidance on where and how 
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transformation can take place (Davis, 1983; Young, 1998; Lorde, 1984; 
Simmonds, 2011; Smith, 2012). This is not only necessary for the obvi-
ous acknowledgement of one’s standpoint and positionalities, but also 
for students to see and better understand in a more tangible way hooks’ 
(2000) views that critical feminism should reach and impact our com-
munities outside of academic spaces:

Literature that helps inform masses of people, that helps individuals 
understand feminist thinking and feminist politics, needs to be writ-
ten in a range of styles and formats. We need work that is essentially 
geared towards youth culture. No one produces this work in academic 
settings. Without abandoning women’s studies programs which are 
already at risk in universities...we need feminist studies that are com-
munity-based. Imagine a mass-based feminist movement where folks 
go door to door passing out literature, taking the time...to explain to 
people what feminism is all about. (hooks, 2000, p. 23)

Student engagement with this work is vital for transformative envi-
sioning of this theory to reckon with the embedded hegemonies in the 
everyday spaces which each student navigates in differing, yet somewhat 
similar ways.
 Intersectional theory is necessarily equipped to be liberatory 
beyond the confines of the classroom, because it pushes back on the 
homogenizing and hierarchical ways that students can be taught to 
conceptualize epistemologies in the neoliberal university for the sake 
of valuing individual self-improvement, efficiency, job market viability 
and quantifiability (Davies & Bansel, 2007; Labaree, 1997). Further, 
the most meaningful theory is rooted in making sense of experience in 
its’ uniqueness of character yet likeness in the face of collective mar-
ginalization (hooks, 1994, p. 70; Davis, 2007). Theory as drawing from 
lived experience in this way is socially, politically, and materially useful 
for shaping transformative action, as well as for being able to recognize 
radical practise that’s already happening.
 Additionally, Freire (1970; 1974) notes that educating for critical 
consciousness enables a process of the learner becoming more fully human 
to expand the role they perceive education playing in their lives. If we 
want to conceive of education as liberatory and meaningful beyond the 
confines of academic boundaries, then embracing cognitive dissonance 
is essential. Cognitive dissonance within this discussion refers to the 
learning of something that goes against what has always been deemed 
or thought of as “T”ruth (Storch & Storch, 2003). For example, learning 
about the insidious nature of whiteness as an ideology produces a cogni-
tive state of internal conflict, thus a dissonance in one’s understanding 
of the world. 
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 Freire further argues for the importance of developing a liberatory 
praxis, which connecting to embracing cognitive dissonance, involves 
a continuous process of unlearning and relearning for educators and 
students. It is helpful to think about this in terms of Freire’s notion 
of teacher-students and student-teachers, whereby through dialogue, 
the traditional distinction between who teaches and who is taught is 
blurred (Freire, 1970, p. 53). It is possible to imagine a teacher-student 
relationship where both simultaneously teach and are taught, consoli-
dating Freire’s (1970, pp. 53-54) premise that nobody is self-taught, and 
that people teach each other. Breaking down traditional conceptions 
of authority in this way, this unlearning and relearning is pertinent 
to realizing the term ‘liberatory’ in action. ‘Liberatory’ could also be 
understood as emancipatory teaching in this respect, underpinned by 
a continuously deepening commitment to anti-oppression in its many 
facets and conceptualizations. 
 Finally, liberatory praxis is collaborative. This is visible not merely 
as an end goal, but as a process which requires the engagement and 
commitment of all students and teachers, taking into account Freire’s 
(1970, pp. 53-54) concept of the ever-shifting capacity and simultaneity 
of these roles within each person. It necessarily involves re-imagining 
learning spaces as having radical orientation. Liberatory learning can 
be conceptualized as taking place within spaces which, through dia-
logue, can in some way resist the constraints of hegemonic institutional 
boundaries and therefore have the potential for educating for critical 
consciousness (Penehira et al., 2014; Freire, 1974). The co-construction 
of these re-imagined learning spaces with students involves a liberatory 
praxis because there must be a necessary recognition of the ways in 
which the neoliberal university both legitimizes and hides its oppres-
sion of marginalised groups by generating colonial knowledge around 
incompetent or destitute individuals as default and normal (Bargh, 2007; 
Collins, 2000; de Saxe, 2019, p. 23). To critically interrogate the source 
of these supposedly foundational, taken for granted forms of knowledge, 
and to question the very definitions of common sense that they produce, 
is by extension, necessarily disruptive of the status quo. 

Conclusion
 It is this active engagement (often discomforted) with the aforemen-
tioned critical content, that we argue has the potential to reframe the 
ways in which we move about with and within the world. We draw on 
the work of Apple and Buras (2006) who state, “Consciousness of rela-
tions of subordination and domination is the first step in moving toward 
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the critical sensibility needed to build counterhegemonic movements 
in education and elsewhere” (p. 282). There is an intimate interconnec-
tivity between education, dialectics, and the cognitive dissonance that 
often occurs when engaging with content that asks one to challenge a 
‘common sense’ understanding of the world in which we live. It is pre-
cisely through a domain of praxis that we are asked to interweave the 
theoretical and critical content with the resistance work that aims to 
rupture an ideology of whiteness, white supremacy, and colonization. 
 The process of sparking this dialogue, even with the difficulties 
when teaching a wide range of students, is integral to a collaborative 
co-construction of a radical learning space. This praxis not only enables 
the formation of a learning community with lasting impact that helps 
to nurture and stimulate student-teachers (hooks, 1994; Freire, 1970) 
through their wider university experience and after graduating, but 
also provide integral foundations for doing activist work which chal-
lenges oppressive systems in various forms. The ways in which these 
challenges take hold are numerous, but what we focus on—in partially 
addressing dichotomies that often can frame theoretical conversations 
in the university classroom—is how we conceptualize spaces as having 
both resilient and resistant potential (Penehira et al., 2014).
 Finally, we must proactively engage with this work with an open 
mind and heart if we are to aim towards authentic transformation. Impor-
tantly, this is not a prescription for any specific pedagogy for liberation. 
Instead, drawing on the nuanced tenets of intersectionality, decoloniza-
tion, and educating for critical consciousness, we are asked to be open to 
changing and challenging our minds, bodies, and senses of being. With 
this inherently political project of reimagining and complicating praxis 
and resistance, we must take ownership of our political voices, engage 
in actions and discourses of solidarity, and strive for social change. 

Notes
 1 We use the term ‘university’ broadly to describe higher education settings. 
Our intention is not to homogenize universities, but to critique universities that 
fail to interrupt and interrogate whiteness and white supremacy. As such, we 
recognize and build on HBCUs and TWIs that challenge whiteness, neoliberal-
ism, and white supremacy within their universities.
 2 We follow Burke’s (2017) definition of ideology as being always grounded 
in material realities, embedded in institutions and concrete social practices that 
give them meaning and produce real social outcomes… ideologies are racist to 
the degree that they maintain a “racialized social system.”
 3 Aotearoa is the Māori name for New Zealand, which we prefer to use 
both in this work and in general parlance. This is consistent with our focus on 
decoloniality as a part of intersectional feminism in education here.
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 4 Racial standpoint often exists in opposition to dominant cultural systems 
such as whiteness as an ideology, white supremacy, and hegemonic epistemolo-
gies (Kinefuchi & Orbe, 2008).
 5 We use the term “white” to denote a racial identity, while “whiteness” refers 
to an ideology that stratifies humans and embodies racial power (Bonilla-Silva, 
2003).
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Abstract
This article investigates the affective structure of meritocracy in educa-
tion. An analysis of meritocracy is carried out in terms of the feelings 
that surround academic success and failure as it is produced in educa-
tional settings. The article first offers a review of various educational 
perspectives on meritocracy including the Marxist critique highlighting 
‘legitimation.’ Next, the limitations of these perspectives on merit is 
discussed. Thereafter, the affective theorizing of Sarah Ahmed is used 
in order to describe ways in which teachers and students might chal-
lenge meritocracy through transgressive, ‘alien’ performances of affect. 
Finally, an affective critique of educational meritocracy is provided in 
order to create empowering educational opportunities for both teach-
ers and students.

Keywords: Meritocracy; Education; Affect; Feminism; Equity; Legitimation.

Introduction
 Educational theorists have long critiqued the workings of meritoc-
racy in schools and universities, and from various research perspectives. 
Yet, the merit structure of schools and universities has not diminished 
and has in fact flourished (Alon & Tienda, 2007, p.487; Milner, 2010, 
p. 118; Biesta, 2017, p. 316). Within such a context, it is helpful first 
to understand the nature of such critiques and then to ask: Have cri-
tiques of meritocracy been sequestered to academic research? Are such 
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critiques meant to engage with educational institutions? What can be 
done to bridge the gap between academic critiques of meritocracy, on 
the one hand and, on the other, ways that students and teachers might 
change their engagement with meritocratic practices? In this paper, we 
survey the landscape of educational research on meritocracy and we 
add to this landscape an affective dimension. We engage the way that 
feelings structure how students and teachers encounter merit ideology. 
By looking at affect, we offer a tangible means to counter detrimental 
aspects of meritocracy. 
 To set the stage for a consideration of affect and merit, consider the 
following scenario: Most North Americans have probably read bumper 
stickers saying something like this: Proud Parent of an Honor Student 
at Westlake High School. Some have read bumper stickers that answer 
with: My Kid Kicked Your Honor Student’s Ass. To put these slogans 
in terms of merit, the former is a celebration of those who succeed in a 
meritocratic system, while the latter can be construed as a rejection or 
criticism of the same structure. But more than celebration and criticism 
of educational merit, one can also read in these phrases subtle statements 
about affect, a matter that is often overlooked in discussions of merit. 
The first statement is happy and proud while the second statement is 
angry to the point of violence. We take the affective sentiments of these 
bumper stickers—affect about merit—more seriously than might usu-
ally be done and ask the following question. What does affect have to 
do with merit in education? 

The Problem of Merit and Its Educational Iterations
 Meritocracy remains somewhat of an elephant in the living room 
in current educational discourse. This is to say, while most progressive, 
critical educators would no doubt condemn the inequities of meritocracy 
in schools and universities, the ideal of meritocracy seems to have a 
unique staying power (Cochran-Smith, 1995, p. 504; Bartolomé, 2007, p. 
102; Milner, 2010, p. 123). So while critical educators carry on important 
practical and theoretical work to promote and sustain equity in education, 
one of the primary methods by which inequitable relations are sustained 
in education—namely meritocracy—is rarely taken to task. 
 We are reminded here of well-intentioned, critically-minded univer-
sity colleagues who, while carrying out strong theoretical and practical 
work in social justice education, nevertheless fall back on a discourse of 
merit when talking about their own graduate students. We have repeat-
edly witnessed social-justice oriented colleagues who want to attract the 
“best and brightest” graduate students to their programs. Ironically, the 
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metric by which these “best and brightest” are gauged too often turns 
out to be a meritocratic metric. Thus even early scholars who are can-
vassed to ameliorate the inequities of meritocracy are judged by merit. 
Indeed, day-to-day exigencies of teaching in schools and universities 
are so deeply ensconced in meritocratic paradigms that it is sometimes 
difficult to imagine a way out. For example, teachers and professors 
are required to give grades even though the very requirement to give 
grades is loathsome to many critically minded educators. In our expe-
rience, some critical educators inflate grades as an act of resistance to 
meritocracy. Some critical educators advocate for non-competitive forms 
of education. Some critical educators try to work within a meritocratic 
system to make meritocracy more equitable. In all cases, the standard 
of meritocracy remains.
 To underscore this ambivalent position of educators vis-à-vis meri-
tocracy, one can look to the difference between sociological critiques of 
meritocracy, on the one hand, and, on the other, the critiques offered 
by sociologists of education. Sociologists such as Stephen McNamee and 
Robert Miller have long debunked the notion that any given society can 
or should function as a meritocracy (2004). Speaking from an Ameri-
can context about meritocracy, McNamee and Miller note (2004) that 
“Americans not only tend to think that is how the system should work, 
but most Americans also think that is how the system does work.” The 
work of such sociologists aims to challenge the validity of commonly 
held assertions with regard to merit and meritocracy. Interestingly, 
sociologists consider educational institutions as one of the barriers to 
meritocracy. As McNamee and Miller put it, “There are a variety of so-
cial forces that tend to suppress, neutralize, or even negate the effects 
of merit in the race to get ahead” (2004). And education institutions are 
considered one of these ‘nonmerit’ forces.
 Educational sociologists, on the other hand, tend to have what might 
be called an “ameliorative critique.” Educational scholars validate meri-
tocracy by working to ameliorate the circumstances of those who are not 
equally served by such a system. They tend to take the optimistic view 
that merit can be made better. As an example, consider Jonothan Kozol’s 
important work exposing impoverished schools in the United States 
(2012). Kozol clearly demonstrates the need to restructure educational 
funding so that children from impoverished circumstances are afforded 
their constitutional right to equal protection under the law in the form of 
publicly funded education. The work of Kozol is cited by sociologists as 
proof that education is a nonmerit aspect of society (McNamee & Miller, 
2004). Scholars of education, in contrast, interpret such work as proof 
that funding allotments must be redistributed in order for schools to ap-
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proach the ideals of a meritocratic system (Ognibene, 2012). Educational 
scholars indeed validate meritocracy itself by working to ameliorate the 
circumstances of those who are not equitably served by such a system. 
They tend to take the optimistic view that merit can be made better. 
Educational sociologists tend to see meritocracy in education as a viable 
paradigm, albeit a thwarted one.

The Marxist Challenge to Meritocracy
 One stark exception to the trend of ignoring the negative impacts of 
meritocratic ideology in educational sociology is the research of Bowles 
and Gintis, and the broader tradition of “reproduction theory” which is 
in line with Bowles and Gintis’ analysis (Bowles & Gintis, 1975; Gins-
burg, 1986). For the purposes of the present article, Bowles and Gintis 
provide the most in-depth and relevant analysis of meritocracy itself, 
while housed within the umbrella term of reproduction. Not only is 
meritocracy insightfully and accurately analyzed as an ideology in their 
work, but also, statistical data is incorporated to show that the merito-
cratic ideal does not, in reality, offer the pathways that it purports to 
offer. Meritocracy following this research can be best understood as an 
enactment of legitimation carried out by specific ideological practices.

Legitimation

 Legitimation concerns the ways in which meritocracy covers up a 
number of societal inequalities, creating the idea that inequalities are 
both to be expected and are part of a natural order: “An efficient and 
impersonal [educational] bureaucracy, so the story goes, assesses the 
individual purely in terms of his or her expected contribution to pro-
duction,” note Bowles and Gintis (1976, p.105). As students progress 
through school, meritocracy as a system offers itself up as an efficient 
way to cull those who work hard and learn a lot from those who do not 
work as hard or learn so much. The apparent efficiency derives from 
large schools and large classrooms, and from bureaucratic systems that 
assign hierarchical roles to these variously achieving students. These 
roles purport to link with “an ostensibly meritocratic mechanism for 
assigning individuals to unequal economic positions after graduation” 
(Bowles & Gintis 1976, p. 103). Through legitimation, students, and 
adults including the families of students, rationalize that they got what 
they got because they either did or did not work hard enough. Further, 
since meritocracy and its results are based on individual results, the idea 
that social change might come from collectives—indeed must necessarily 
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come from collectives—is occluded. Legitimation fosters the “generalized 
consciousness among individuals which prevent the formation of the 
social bonds and critical understanding whereby existing social condi-
tions might be transformed” (1976, p. 108).
 In contrast to the messages promoted by legitimation, Bowles and 
Gintis prove that meritocratic practices do not serve the interests of 
economy per se, nor do they serve the interests of individuals (Rosenberg, 
2003). In longitudinal studies extending over 20 years, it is shown that 
hierarchical attainment in schools and universities has very little effect 
on economic attainment compared to the simple act of attending school: 
“Only a minor portion of the substantial statistical association between 
schooling and economic success can be accounted for by the school’s role 
in producing or screening cognitive skills” (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 
110). More, the intellectual skills needed for most workforce occupa-
tions are much less rigorous than the competitive regimes fostered in 
schools. Legitimation therefore covers up something else, in addition to 
insinuating that social conditions are natural and immutable. It covers, 
or hides, the fact that schools and universities create circumstances 
whereby elites benefit from a competitive oversupply of skilled-enough 
workers (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 114).

An Ideology of Practice

 Bowles and Gintis further describe meritocracy as a complex ideology 
of practice (Rosenberg, 2003). In contrast to a number of social justice 
minded educators who are critical of the “myth” of ideology (McNamee 
& Miller, 2004), meritocracy is construed as a practice with lived conse-
quences in this work: “The day-to-day contact of parents and children 
with the competitive, cognitively oriented school environment” provides 
a lived orientation to, a belief in, meritocracy (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 
106). People attend school for many years. Such a long apprenticeship 
heightens “the apparent objectivity and achievement orientation of the 
stratification system” (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 106). And educational 
attainment is “dependent not only on ability but also on motivation, drive 
to achieve, perseverance, and sacrifice,” thus linking positive personal 
habits with an ideology that is not just a myth (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 
106). Educational meritocracy “is largely symbolic,” but it is not symbolic 
in the sense of being a false myth. It is symbolic in the sense that a sym-
bol provides the basis for rituals and practices (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 
103). Successes and failures alike are part of this symbol system, with the 
former affording evidence that meritocracy benefits the individual, and 
the latter proving that other individuals fail at the same enterprise. 
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 We favor this element of practice in Bowles and Gintis’s research, 
because it provides concrete data in support of the argument we make 
in the next section with regard to affect and meritocracy. Specifically, 
we argue that habits based in ideological practice and affect are lived, 
practiced elements of educational meritocracy. As such, it is not enough 
to know that meritocracy is wrong and that it is a myth. One must also 
be able act on such knowledge in specific ways, in relation to ideological 
and affective systems, if meritocracy is to be subject to social change. 
Aligned with this idea is meritocracy’s status as an ideology. As Bowles 
and Gintis relate, “Ideologies and structures which serve to hide and 
preserve one form of injustice often provide the basis of an assault on 
another. The ideology of equal educational opportunity and meritocracy 
is precisely such a contradictory mechanism” (1976, p. 103).
 In historically democratic countries equal educational opportunity is 
construed as a good. Ironically, this particular good is fervently accessed 
through a system—meritocracy—that serves as a form of injustice. This is 
what we observed above, noting instances when even early scholars who 
are canvassed to ameliorate the inequities of meritocracy are judged by 
merit. Meritocracy is an ideology insofar as it provides a common sense 
understanding, a set of common sense practices, that actually preclude 
their own interrogation. Meritocracy is a myth only insofar as it explains 
something erroneously. It is an ideology of practice, insofar as it hides its 
own explanation under a cloak of common sense. In the next section, we 
consider meritocracy as operating within the circulation of affect.

Affect and Its Relation to Meritocracy
 In contrast to the above educational accounts of meritocracy, affective 
relations to meritocracy have been heretofore neglected in educational 
theory. We thus insert the lens of affect. This is with an understanding 
that affect informs the extended apprenticeship that students undergo in 
meritocracy, and with an understanding that affect is not the only, nor 
perhaps even the primary, place to intervene during the apprenticeship. 
Drawing on the work of Sara Ahmed, as well as that of Megan Boler, 
Herbert Kohl and others, we explore how affective relations structure 
and reinforce educational merit (Ahmed, 2004, p. 101; Boler, 1999; Kohl, 
1992). While it is not our intention to blame educators for validating 
an unjust educational and social system (Hytten, 2017), our analysis 
calls for a deeper appreciation of affective relations within classrooms 
as distinctive, significant educational and sociological phenomena. 
 Examining feelings and affect, we find not an easy way to abandon 
the discourse of meritocracy in education, nor an easy solution to the 
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amelioration of non-merit inequities. Rather, by exploring affect we 
aim to gain some insight into how merit operates at the level of inter-
subjectivity to bind students, teachers, and academics to its powerful 
paradigm. How do affective relations of individuals sustain and reinforce 
educational optimism and support for meritocracy in schools and univer-
sities where there is abundant evidence of inequitable opportunity? How 
does meritocracy function through affective education—that is, through 
the way expectations around student affect reverberate, as instructors 
give subtle and unsubtle lessons about achievement and excellence in 
meritocracy?
 To approach meritocracy from an affective perspective, it is useful 
to first offer a relational theory of affect. As scholars who theorize af-
fect note, we feel emotions not simply “inside” ourselves as individuals, 
but we develop and experience them in relations to others in the world 
(Wetherell, 2012). That is, the experience of emotional feelings involves 
affective movement between a person and another person or object. This 
view contrasts with what Sara Ahmed calls the “dumb view” of emotions, 
where emotions are seen as being functional responses of individuals 
to experiences or events (Ahmed, 2004, p. 7). As Ahmed notes, in the 
dumb view if a child sees a bear she will feel fear, which tells her to 
run. She argues there is more to this story, however. It is not that the 
bear is essentially fearsome but it “is a matter of how child and bear 
come into contact…shaped by past histories of contact… Another child, 
another bear, and we might even have another story” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 
7). Rather than simple cause and effect, emotions are shaped by experi-
ences of individuals in particular relations. One might be happy to see 
a rarely spotted bear in a national park on the roadside from the safety 
of a moving vehicle, but less happy to see that same bear follow her into 
her tent that night.
 Because particular relations of individuals with historical and cultur-
ally framed subject positions shape emotional experiences, Megan Boler 
argues that power relations impact how people feel (1999). In Feeling 
Power, she elaborates how schooling involves teaching of emotional 
self-discipline:

For example, children are increasingly taught not to express anger, not 
to question authority, and not to resist those who have power. These 
rules are taught through differing forms of emotional discipline…de-
pending on their gendered, raced, social class standing. (Boler, 1999, 
p. 32; see also Boler, 2013)

Psychological work on “emotional intelligence” in the 1990s has fueled a 
conflict resolution discourse particularly in schools serving disadvantaged 
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youth, that, Boler argues, individualizes and dumbs down understanding 
of how affect circulates dynamically. The discourse of emotional intel-
ligence, as just one example of emotional theory in positive psychology, 
obscures important questions about power relations in education, and 
why some schoolchildren might want to express some (resistant) emo-
tions deemed undesirable by their teachers (Boler, 1999). 
 Different kinds of emotional performances are often required by 
students in school settings. Today many schools have a version of what 
might be called an “emotional curriculum,” where an attitude of team-
work, friendliness, caring, sympathetic behavior, acceptance of failure 
without anger or sadness, positivity and optimism, and impulse control 
are encouraged, monitored, and positively recognized by teachers. Yet 
as Barbara Applebaum points out in examining Judith Butler’s work on 
performativity, within relations, performances of self are not voluntarily 
and autonomously authored, but are rather shaped and restricted by 
social norms and conventions (Applebaum, 2005). Whether or not we can 
uncover a “transcendental, prediscursive subject,” a child typically learns 
very quickly how to perform affectively as a student (or as a daughter or 
son, etc.), and learns as well how to respond emotionally to events and 
interactions that touch the surface of himself or herself, based on reactions 
by others to his or her expressions (Applebaum, 2005, p. 152). The child 
learns how and what to feel within specific identities and relations. 
 Meritocratic discourse is used in schools to encourage students to 
excel academically and to excel socially. For example, students receive 
awards for good citizenship, or for being the most caring student, or the 
friendliest student. Such discourse is also used to remind those who don’t 
succeed to act in deference to those who do. Teachers who employ this 
discourse in this common way expect that students affectively perform 
acceptance if not enthusiasm in events that are designed to reflect meri-
tocracy, such as when students receive grades, awards, or other forms 
of recognition. Honor students should feel proud of their achievements. 
They should not cry or feel ashamed, but they should smile and in others 
ways indicate that they feel happy and good to be recognized as hard 
working, talented, responsible, etc., by peers and their teacher. (And 
as our bumper sticker suggests, the honor student’s parents should feel 
equally happy and proud.) 
 The other students who stand beside those recognized are also ex-
pected to accept the meritocracy of their school or classroom community. 
They should neither cry, sulk, and show angry feelings, nor demonstrate 
a kind of carefree nonchalance or elation as their achievements are 
deemed unexceptional or worse. Any of these expressions could be policed 
by a well-meaning teacher as detrimental to sustaining the culturally 
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and socially appropriate affective atmosphere of the occasion. After a 
grueling football game, all players must shake hands across teams, the 
losers treading a line between honoring the significance of the winners’ 
victory, on the one hand, and, on the other, feeling angry and resentful 
by rehashing close calls and chance plays.

The Affect Alien

 The bully who beats up the honor student, as in the bumper sticker, 
takes on the role of what Ahmed calls an “affect alien” in an educational 
environment that cultivates meritocratic discourse and its anticipated 
affective relations (2010, p. 167). The affect alien is a person who does not 
feel in an easy or natural way the feelings that are normally attributed 
to objects or events. The sad bride on her wedding day, or the bride who 
even feels a bit uneasy, that she doesn’t feel as happy as it seems she 
should, and Ahmed’s more oft-cited “feminist killjoy,” are affect aliens. 
The feminist killjoy, for example, is an affect alien insofar as she does 
not affectively acquiesce to happiness in the face of sexist remarks or 
sexist actions. Affect aliens do not feel the way that others expect them 
to feel (or how they perceive they ought to feel). And this mis-match 
risks disturbing others. It risks emotionally upsetting others. 
 When it comes to educational meritocracy, the affect alien is the 
student who feels an uncanny sense of loss even as she is seen broadly 
as earning positive recognition. Or it is the successful scholar who is hurt 
because scholarship is not fulfilling to him or her. It is the unexceptional 
or failing student who mocks another’s award out of rage, jealously, 
envy, self-pity or ambivalence, or who shows a complete lack of interest. 
As Ahmed points out, the affect alien threatens the mood and sense of 
affective and ideological security of the group and thus appears to oth-
ers as a “sore point” of the community. As she puts it, it is not easy to 
be the affect alien, for “to become conscious of alienation is to become 
conscious of how one’s being has been stolen…alienation is already, as 
it were, in the world” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 167). Yet Ahmed also sees this 
as the start of what she calls revolutionary consciousness, a transition 
that occurs as one moves from “false consciousness [that] sustains an 
affective situation” to “feeling at odds with the world, or feeling that the 
world is odd” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 168). 

Not-Learning and the Affect Alien Student

 A timeless example of the affect alien student can be found in the 
work of Herbert Kohl (1992). As Kohl convincingly argues, there are 
myriad intelligent, capable students who, for various reasons, choose not 
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to participate in the requirements laid out by educational institutions. 
They “act out” instead. Kohl puts it this way: “I have encountered willed 
not-learning throughout my 30 years of teaching, and believe that such 
not-learning is often and disastrously mistaken for failure to learn or 
the inability to learn” (1992). His experience with those who act out, 
who “not-learn,” leads Kohl to the accurate assessment that a refusal 
to learn is not necessarily connected to an inability to learn. We have 
had the same experience after many years of teaching in public schools. 
It is not unreasonable to say that most students who “not-learn” have 
social reasons for not doing so—rather than intellectual reasons for not 
being able to do so. These students, while perhaps incomprehensible to 
an educational institution believing that everyone “of course” desires 
to learn, are acting in rational, agentive ways (Garner, 1998, p.228). 
 For Kohl, the student who not-learns is an individual who senses, 
and defies, the biases and inequities of educational institutions that 
continue to underserve groups of students because of endemic racism, 
classism, sexism, and homophobia. As Kohl puts it, 

not-learning was a strategy that made it possible for them to function 
on the margins of society without falling into madness or total despair. 
It helped them to build a small safe world in which their feelings of 
being rejected by family and society could be softened. Not-learning 
played a positive role and enabled them to take control of their lives 
and get through difficult times. (1992)

 We would like to argue here that it is possible, and essential, to 
augment Kohl’s understanding of the not-learner to include a social 
model of affect. For Kohl, the not-learner is an individual who responds 
to learning in a negative way. As Kohl points out, many students feel 
that their dignity is threatened in institutions such as schools that are 
classist, racist, sexist, and homophobic. As Kohl notes with regard to 
student dignity, the concept of not-learning, “helped me understand 
the essential role will and free choice play in learning and taught me 
the importance of considering people’s stand towards learning in the 
larger context of choices they make as they create lives and identities 
for themselves” (1992). 
 With Ahmed’s social model of affect in mind, we must not simply 
question the individual’s affective response, according to the “dumb 
view,” that people have feelings and react to certain events in light of 
those feelings. Instead, we must ask whether such feelings aren’t primar-
ily lodged in the social circumstances that set precedent for them. The 
system we are particularly interested in is meritocracy. This system, as 
noted above, has been critiqued repeatedly by social scientists who point 
out the extent to which meritocracy continues to fail because of factors 
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such as classism, sexism, homophobia, racism, and related material 
inequities. At the same time, observations such as Kohl’s remind us 
that individual students often perform affective responses to repudi-
ate the workings of merit. It is possible, then, to identify an affective 
register for merit that implies a deeper critique than educational so-
lutions based on affirmative action and school funding (for example). 
Student actions such as not-learning are not only a phenomenon to be 
understood in order to help students learn. They are as well an “af-
fect alien” phenomena. They signal dynamic inter-subjective relations 
within meritocratic regimes. They are affective articulations as to how 
students can be agentive in the world.

Those Who Act Out, and Those Who Experience Shame

 There is a dual structure of affect situated within educational regimes 
of meritocracy. On the one hand, there are students (and parents) who 
purport to be happy and cheerful with the results of meritocracy. This 
includes the proud parents of an honor student and the honor student 
herself or himself. Then there are others whom meritocracy does not 
benefit in such a direct way. These educational recipients, too, can be 
expected to act in ways that are deemed affectively appropriate. Indeed, 
the meritocracy myth in educational institutions is shored up by “losers” 
as well as “winners.” When losers act happy for winners—for example 
when all students are asked to show school pride even when not all 
students benefit from goods allotted at school—it is loser affect just as 
much as winner affect that upholds the guise of fairness. Or, looking to a 
non-educational example: The success of a billionaire US president from 
2016 to 2020 drew largely on a base of supporters who were not as “suc-
cessful” as the president, but who, nevertheless, leant cheerful support 
to his success. Thus the supporters of a billionaire president were more 
important than the cheers of merit-successful individuals to solidify the 
misplaced notion that anyone can become rich with enough hard work. 
 In contrast to those who acquiesce to normative affective expectations 
associated with the ideal of meritocracy, the affect alien student such as 
Kohl’s not-learner, or the kid who beats up an honor student—those who 
are affectively deviant with regard to meritocracy—offer a heuristic for 
critique of meritocracy. Importantly, this critique is neither the dismis-
sive theoretical stance of the general sociologist nor is it the idealistic 
ameliorative recommendation offered by the sociologist of education. As 
decades of academic research offer few solutions to rectify educational 
meritocracy, students continue to act out in ways that, as Kohl astutely 
points out, foster agency and dignity. 
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 There is, of course, more to meritocratic affect than the tidiness of 
losers who acquiesce versus losers who act out. While Kohl’s analysis 
highlights the acting out of those who “not-learn,” an affective analysis of 
merit also sheds light on the affect alien who succeeds in a meritocratic 
system. Richard Rodriguez in his autobiography, Hunger of Memory, 
describes the shame he experienced being the recipient of an affirma-
tive action scholarship (1983). Describing himself as what he calls a 
“scholarship boy,” Rodriguez notes: 

To many persons around him [the scholarship boy], he appears too 
much an academic. There may be some things about him that recall 
his beginnings—his shabby clothes; his persistent poverty; or his dark 
skin… but they only make clear how far he has moved from his past. 
(1983, p. 65) 

In his trenchant autobiography, Rodriguez identifies himself as an affect 
alien who has a third perspective on the happy/angry binary resulting from 
merit. Rodriguez is successful yet experiences shame nevertheless.
 Ahmed notes that shame requires a negative kind of recognition 
of oneself in relation to another “whose view ‘matters’ to me” (Ahmed, 
2004, p. 105). Regret, which Ahmed describes as a kind of polite shame, 
a disappointment regarding the past that deemphasizes any personal 
responsibility, is typically insufficient. Shame requires that one see 
oneself in a negative light in relation to others, that one take personal 
responsibility for the shameful feeling and its associated interpersonal 
or social relation or event (what might normally be called its “cause”). 
Shame thus circulates to discourage and punish particular behaviors. A 
teacher may reasonably teach or expect students to express or feel shame 
if they cheated or were deceptive in a harmful way, for example. 
 In Rodriguez’s case, however, shame derives from positive recogni-
tion deriving from a legitimate program that ostensibly aims to rec-
tify the social inequity of meritocracy. Importantly, here, the affective 
circumstances for shame describe once again a blind spot in both the 
sociologist’s wholesale condemnation and the educationalist’s optimism. 
Reconsider Ahmed’s bear: Let meritocracy be the bear. It is possible to 
be disturbed by the bear and to act out in order to drive the bear away. 
That is what a not-learner does. It is also possible to enjoy the bear 
because one feels as if the bear is safe and exists for the benefit of the 
onlooker. That is what the honor student and his or her parents do. It is 
further possible to realize that the bear is safe and exists for the benefit 
of the onlooker, but also feel shame because of the way an institution 
such as a zoo actually separates human beings from nature rather than 
bringing them closer to nature. 



Charles Bingham & Liz Jackson 33

 All of these analogies are strained of course. But the point is not 
that a bear is like merit. It is rather that meritocracy elicits various 
affective positions. The educationalist especially can learn much from 
Rodriguez’s feelings of shame and misrecognition. Namely, even sup-
posed remedies like affirmative action and socially cognizant scholarships 
entail complex affective resonances given the historical exclusivity of 
institutions that have aspired to give reward based on merit. As Ahmed 
notes, blind happiness often leads to a lack of criticality: “to see happily 
is not to see violence, asymmetry, or force”—that something historically 
mournful remains in the present, despite justified steps to ameliorate 
deep inequities (2010, p. 132).

Conclusion: The Alien in Ourselves
 In this paper we have argued that since meritocracy is alive and well 
in education, critically minded educators have a precarious relation to 
merit. Working in an educational institution puts one in a position to 
both loathe and kowtow to educational meritocracy. Loathe, because, 
as sociologists rightly point out, meritocracy is not equitably viable 
nor will it likely ever be equitably viable. Kowtow, because schools and 
universities are by and large governed by policies that reinforce and 
indeed celebrate merit. It is important as a conclusion to acknowledge 
the important work in education that has already been done around 
merit and the problems with merit. Especially in the research on teacher 
education, merit has been problematized to a great extent. A number 
of teacher education researchers such as Richard Milner (2010), Lilian 
Bartolomé (2007), Marilyn Cochran-Smith (1995). And social-justice 
oriented researchers have pointed out important links between affect and 
social-justice teaching more broadly (Schutz and Zembylas, 2009).
 This paper has offered an analysis of affect and meritocracy, particu-
larizing the broader scope of research on affect in social-justice education. 
One must acknowledge that whatever this paper contributes will certainly 
not stop the ongoing inequity of meritocracy. This is precisely because 
merit has a steadfast quality that derives from its attendant affect. 
Students, parents, social-justice minded educators—all will continue to 
struggle with the affective expectations of merit until such a time when 
education is universally embraced as a non-competitive endeavor. This 
paper will thus not solve the problem of merit in education. It is rather 
an injunction for educators to acknowledge and to critically respond to 
the role affect plays in merit.
 One possible implication of our analysis might be that educators 
should do something with enhanced awareness of how affect structures 
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experiences of meritocracy in the classroom. We should, as educators, 
support rather than reject affect aliens in our midst. Furthermore, we 
should reject merit as a structuring principle of affective relations in 
schools and universities. In other words, we should reject discourses 
that demand the happiness of all for the benefit of the few who excel at 
educational meritocracy. More, educators might encourage in educa-
tional spaces that there is never one right way for their students to feel 
in relation to merit. From happiness to pride to shame to anger, vari-
ous merit feelings will continue to be performed. Teachers, rather than 
policing emotions, would do well to look for emotional cues especially 
in relation to merit. Kohl’s example of teaching the not-learner is one 
such example of picking up on affect cues. A teacher who is aware of 
merit’s affect will no doubt be more able to follow Kohl’s important lead. 
Kohl does not police the affect of the not-learner. Nor does he simply 
celebrate the affect alien. Rather, he lets affect be a clue as to how to 
proceed. He lets affect unfold, waiting patiently for the possibility that 
affect will contribute to student agency.
 And finally, it is essential to remember that the affective experiences 
of the teacher, too, are dynamic, complex, and relational. Teachers are 
also historical subjects caught up in affective structures of meritocracy 
(see Hytten, 2017). As meritocracy frames groups in terms of winners 
and losers, an educator inevitably must face affect aliens as well as 
students who affectively bolster the merit ideology—as students ex-
press joy or uncertainty in victory, and anger, shame, dismissal, and 
rejection of meritocratic discourse in failure. In a normal classroom the 
critically-minded teacher no doubt experiences a double-bind in sup-
porting the affective experiences of students and expressing coherent 
views about meritocracy, in choosing whether to exuberantly celebrate 
or more plainly announce achievements, whether to stiffen one’s upper 
lip, ignore, or give a thumbs up to the affect aliens in class. 
 Paying attention to the affective aspects of merit ideology enables 
a broader view of the moral and ethical challenges educators face to-
day, as emotional educators, historical subjects, and representatives of 
complex social structures. To battle the power and problems of merito-
cratic discourse one should consider both its material-ideological and 
affective-relational dimensions. Recognizing merit’s structure as not 
just material and ideological but also affective, educators can intervene 
when it comes to meritocracy in a different way, critically interacting 
with merit’s affective circulation, while being cognizant of the affective 
challenges to retooling the system (as in the case of affirmative action 
shame). Rejecting meritocracy has affective implications for both teach-
ers and students. In sum, educators demanding equity might buy the 
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scathing bumper sticker and nurture the affect alien in themselves and 
their students.
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Abstract
The presence of graphic literature and novels in schools is commonplace. 
An area of instruction that is currently lacking across much of school-
ing is the concerted and focused use of graphic literature and novels in 
teaching a variety of subjects and content. Teaching with this kind of 
literature as a vehicle for inquiry and meaning-making can be highly 
effective when utilized in the right fashion. Incorporating a dimen-
sion of aesthetics and critical inquiry within graphic novels will yield 
a much more immersive learning experience. Borrowing from an art 
teacher’s pedagogy, any subject can be invigorated or simply re-pre-
sented in a visual means. Graphic literature has the ability to connect 
the important concepts and ideas that students learn in school, but in 
a way that blends in the kinds of imagery that are commensurate with 
what students see outside of school. Combining critical inquiry with 
graphic literature will be argued to present a more appropriate level 
of intellectual and aesthetic engagement for teachers and students in 
the process of teaching and learning.

Keywords: graphic novel, pedagogy, assessment, critical inquiry, criti-
cal literacy

Introduction
 Graphic novels and comic literature are no strangers to teaching 
settings. As a medium and an art form, both bring unique contributions 
to the student’s reading experience and development of visual literacy 
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skills (Brenna, 2013). The nature of the reading transaction in a visual 
context develops a more complex understanding of the story because it 
occurs on numerous learning and meaning-making levels. While the na-
ture of any literary medium serves to communicate a certain message or 
experience, it is both necessary and preferable that it be interesting. 
 In the 21st Century, and with the kinds of primarily digital visual 
messaging with which students continuously interact, it is natural to 
place a substantial amount of value on these visual messages and their 
level of influence as it applies to the student organizing and under-
standing what they learn or study. This connection of meaning should 
lend itself more readily to literacy instruction and the development of 
a modern critical literacy skillset. We will argue that incorporating 
graphic reading materials across any subject or curriculum will more 
closely approximate the nature of everyday information that modern 
students digest. 
 Citing Pinar’s (1994) concept of a cumulative body of text, school 
subjects such as history are packaged and delivered in a normative way, 
as is literature. Expanding on the prose-heavy approach of textbooks 
and/or novels through the incorporation of graphic narratives adds an 
effective dimension and perspective to the information or content being 
presented to students. By the practice of incorporating a stronger visual 
element, students are better able to connect different bodies of knowl-
edge and meaning. This applies to the interpretive value and aesthetic 
factors of the graphics. This instructional approach also models the 
kind of skills necessary for students to be critical thinkers. A modern 
literacy skillset is one that involves familiarity and ease of operation 
among a variety of different web-based social media and other commu-
nications platforms. As demonstrated by Bannert (2002) and Sparks 
(2015), images can be vital to communicating information in ways that 
can decrease the cognitive load required for processing, so long as stu-
dents also possess the background necessary for deriving meaning and 
synthesizing new information with what has been previously learned. 
Understanding the instructional value of this presents the possibility 
for any teacher to substantially bolster their instruction’s effectiveness 
through the correct incorporation of graphic and other materials that 
further develop visual literacy.
 The instructional argument here is not one where there is a specific 
‘to do’ list as it relates to the use of graphic narratives. Rather, we will 
argue that teachers in different grades and subjects will utilize this ap-
proach in unique ways. Therefore, we will suggest general guidelines 
to frame the instructional approach. Our assumption is that individual 
educators know their own educational standards, academic content, and 
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student bodies. Understanding the value and viability of this kind of 
graphic literature means that the teacher may look at the curriculum 
they teach and see where these may fit, rather than completely changing 
pedagogy or content in the pursuit of ‘getting students to understand’.

Graphic Novels and Comic Literature
 Developing a pedagogical framework utilizing this medium and 
focusing on this inquiry and student work in ways that develop critical 
literacy represent a natural extension for adapting graphic novels and 
similar materials for teaching (Jacobs and Low, 2017; Möller, 2016; 
Wang, 2017). This involves the use of a cross-disciplinary approach to 
curriculum planning and execution. Developing this framework demon-
strates a focused and specialized treatment and interpretation of literary 
materials (Nappi, 2017). Readers unlock greater levels of meaning when 
they know what to look for and, perhaps, ask questions when they do 
not (Dallacqua, 2012).
 Graphic novels enjoy a wide berth of creative interpretation and 
presentation as they present a new story or adapt an existing work. 
The infusion of imagery and the reader’s experience in this kind of time 
and space expands the story’s form, scope, and impact. Comic literature 
presents a similar impact, but is more strictly configured into the received 
form that comics must occupy in the present consumer market (Chute, 
2008; Duncan, Smith, & Levitz, 2015). A unique feature to comic litera-
ture lies in the creative ways that authors and artists present a complex 
story within a prescribed number of pages and frames of illustration. 
 Both forms of graphic literature offer the teacher a considerable 
visual and information resource, either primary or secondary in nature 
(Rashid and Qaisar, 2016). A shortcoming to the present use of these 
mediums in education lies in the pedagogy through which they are 
conceived. Typically, titles from this genre tend towards fiction and 
are written for mass audience consumption, be it in K-12 or otherwise 
(Benson, 2016; Boatright, 2010; Irwin, 2014). As these kinds of medi-
ums have never really enjoyed the focus of instructional or curriculum 
planning, the essential forms of pedagogy that support engaged learning 
through graphic narratives are not cohesive or focused as its own peda-
gogy. This form of teacher instruction certainly resides in art education 
areas, but the general pedagogy of visual analysis is not common across 
school subjects. A proper discussion of graphic instructional pedagogy 
requires the presence of teaching art instruction, as well (Acuff, 2015). 
The potential learning impact presented by both graphic forms deserves 
a more considered approach.
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 We assert that developing a cohesive pedagogical framework struc-
tured around supporting this genre of literature would add value to the 
instructional process, overall. This pedagogy is not relegated to a few classes 
or subjects in school. Instead, it stretches broadly over multiple areas 
and incorporates essential dimensions of critical thinking and analysis, 
aesthetic theory and appreciation, and subject-specific strategies which 
arise from the use of this literature. While different subjects or classes 
may have different outcomes, the student derives value from engaging 
with any information in a manner that is more visually striking.
 

Normative Literacies in Teaching and Learning
 Traditional literacy instructional strategies are fairly common 
across schools as a normative means of teaching and learning. The 
methods remain rather constant, although the curriculum content 
may change over time (Mitchell, 2006). As a result, literacy practice 
is familiar to students, regardless of newer titles or content they may 
read. The mechanical nature of this experience is one that students 
and adults recognize when they are immersed in it. As a result of this 
teacher-centered approach, students are mostly receivers of information 
who are asked certain predictable kinds of comprehension questions 
which are oriented to some level of understanding and mastery. These 
instructional means are reinforced by the student’s work and resulting 
assessment measures. As one moves up through the grade levels, these 
forms become less visual and more narrative-based, but remain largely 
the same in terms of their focus and purpose in teaching.
 The shortcoming to this instructional approach lies in the assump-
tions it makes about what interests the reader in the first place (Mitchell, 
2006). A majority of books read for the purposes of any class tend to 
be compulsory in nature. This is natural, as it relates to the function 
of both curriculum and assessment. An important role of teachers is 
to introduce students to concepts and purposefully facilitate students’ 
continuing interactions with the curriculum. The complex and ongoing 
nature of literacy instruction is notable, and our intention is not to 
minimize or diminish this. However, the basic set of assumptions that 
would naturally guide the planning of any curriculum are largely absent 
in this situation. 
 Students, whether young or old, become used to the mechanical 
and repetitious routines that accompany this form of learning (Adams, 
2012). To use a video game analogy, it’s the same basic package, just in 
different skins. Routinized learning may have some staying power, but 
rarely leads to critical thinking. Whether students sit down to complete 
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a worksheet, some version of review questions, or explore an ‘extension’ 
exercise or activity, they recognize when a lesson or topic is canned. 
Any former school student can attest to those similar feelings when we 
arrive at the end of the chapter or section and then more to complete 
the review or other questions. These feelings come about through the 
sheer force of mechanical repetition. 
 This should not serve as any kind of excoriation of teachers and for 
the nature of how the curriculum works or how their students interact 
with and draw value from it. Modern professional educators operate 
in a very tight physical and professional space when it comes to the 
ability to be creative teaching professionals and ensuring that all of 
the assessment and other classroom responsibilities are met. They 
understand their students’ avenues of interest since they hear about 
them most days in school. The ability to connect these areas of excite-
ment and interest to academic subjects represents the goose with the 
golden egg and this represents a pedagogical imperative (Hassett & 
Schieble, 2007; Jacobs, 2007). 
 Eisner (1998) offered insight into the aesthetics aspect of learning 
and education when he observed those numerous traditions that have 
been employed by people to describe and interpret their constructed 
world(s). These include history, art, literature, dance, drama, poetry, and 
music as the most common forms. Numerous elements and principles 
converge in understanding the aesthetics of art, whether it is learning 
about a subject or topic initially, or simply experiencing it. Among these 
important elements are color, form, line, shape, texture, and value. The 
convergence of these elements creates a lasting value and image to the 
viewer, or more precisely the student of the image(s). The purposeful 
integration of visual stimuli into instructional experiences can help 
to create stronger constructs that can overcome limitations in work-
ing memory and promote the processing of information into long-term 
memory for richer exploration and application (Sweller, 2005). These 
images form the graphic text that serves as something symbolic or real 
or both to people who hold those same images as extensions of their own 
sense of identity or cultural experience. 

The Enjoyment and Experience of Literacy
 Educators know that real and dynamic learning represents a deeply 
held commitment. Effective teachers recognize that students can become 
heavily invested in learning new topics, and that interfacing with new 
material can engage diverse perspective and spark meaningful connec-
tions. Harnessing this engagement and interest from students neces-
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sarily involves the use of effective criteria in making these curriculum 
planning decisions (Boerman, 2015; Brenna, 2013). Understanding 
this relationship between learners, content, and pedagogy within the 
parameters of the curriculum and resources that one has to operate with 
often necessitates doing the best one can with the resources one has. 
 A more material and content-related approach represents only a 
narrowed range of possibilities in relation to the potential learning 
impact. Another way to approach this would be through the construc-
tion of a framework of critical lenses for use in better understanding 
the subject area and its breadth (Mitchell, 2006; Wang, 2017). This 
generalized, but critical, skillset then applies to a range of different 
situations where ‘compulsory’ is not part of the flavor. It also addresses 
important process-oriented components of educational standards. This 
medium is proven in its ability to present the perspective and experi-
ence of other groups and sets of experiences (Connors, 2015; Hii and 
Fong, 2015; Schwarz, 2010).

A Pedagogical Framework for Visual Critical Literacy Skills
 Critical thinking, teaching, and analysis are not new to classrooms, 
though the manner of its form is often dictated by the subject or discipline 
and what it is intended to achieve. The advantage of a critical thinking 
framework lies in its ability be readily applicable across a range of disci-
plines and subjects (Duron et al., 2006; Wilson, 2014). A normal response 
to this would be to say that this is the point of literacy instruction in the 
first place. The shortcoming inherent to this sentiment lies in the assump-
tions of student interest and engagement about the subject matter, and 
whether this is the same thing, just wrapped up in a different skin.
 Numerous perspectives and strategies for critical thinking exist, and 
Duron et al. (2006) emphasized that the essence of critical thinking lies 
in learners analyzing information and evaluating ideas. This self-actual-
ization is a key element to enduring critical thinking and a centerpiece 
of a learner-based theory of critical thinking promoted by Elder and 
Paul (1994). Paul and Elder (2009) have more recently described the 
stages of critical thinking development as having six general levels: 1) 
the unreflective thinker, 2) challenged thinker, 3) beginning thinker, 4) 
practicing thinker, 5) advanced thinker, and 6) the accomplished thinker. 
The primary thrust of the modern literacy curriculum lies in addressing 
the first four (4) levels. However, the domain of advanced thinkers and 
accomplished thinker lies at the cusp of this learning experience. The 
breadth and depth to be troved by the learner is heavily influenced by 
the information presented.
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Graphic Literature’s Potential Contribution
 The use of graphic literature in literacy instruction is most effec-
tive when it is a structured experience, but facilitated as an aesthetic 
one. A core component of for any reading experience lies in the value 
given the text by the reader. When reading a text to acquire informa-
tion, students are more likely to connect deeply when a text provides 
information they need or want. The transactive tspace where the 
deeper and more intimate meanings take root and become embedded 
require unique materials and circumstances. In the ways that students 
both remember this exploratory aesthetic experience or use it as a 
lens through which to view a future problem or situation, the value is 
derived from their interaction and subsequent meaning-making as-
sociated with the particular literary medium. This subsequent value 
may manifest in any number of ways through writing or other means 
of composition (Calo, 2011; Dallacqua, 2018).
 Graphic literature has a number of instructional and pedagogical 
strengths, but chief among them is the addition of imagery and per-
spective onto an already complex story or plot (Schieble, 2014). In this 
space, the reader has a panoply of ways they may explore the text. Some 
readers will read for imagery, while others read for the connection be-
tween dialogue, with characters still present, but situated more in the 
background and helping to convey the story along. Guthrie and Wigfield 
(1999) asserted that text comprehension is innately tied to motivation 
and a learner attending to and interpreting key elements on the page. 

Graphic Instructional Pedagogy:
A Framework in Critical Literacy

 The transactive space between the teacher’s methods, the materials 
presented, and the subsequent value drawn by the reader is partly built on 
fueling the necessity or urgency to explore further and understand more. 
Students in classes where critical thinking and reasoning are employed 
become readily aware of the difference between a basic versus advanced 
understanding of a topic (Wilson, 2014). According to Paul and Elder 
(2009) the most advanced order of critical thinking both requires and 
simultaneously develops the skills and dispositions necessary to directly 
engage in transformative reading and understanding. This level of skill, 
reflection, and consistency in fairness in how any student approaches the 
study of a topic is the goal for every academic subject. In cultivating this, 
students develop a critical literacy that enables them to better navigate 
and make meaning through the volumes of information in their lives.
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 The pedagogy behind graphic instruction is built on the framework 
of critical literacy. Further, it incorporates the standards and goals of 
more than one academic subject, namely through the addition of peda-
gogy in art instruction and inquiry. The academic subject incorporates 
a tiered framework of instructional resource and support. These tiers 
are: 1) art theory, aesthetic education and inquiry, 2) critical pedagogy 
through facilitation of analysis, writing, and reflection, and 3) creation 
of meaning through assessment. 

Incorporating Art Theory and Inquiry
 In order to teach with an aesthetic in mind, the teacher must ap-
proach the topic in ways that would mimic parts of the pedagogy of an art 
teacher. The tiers of aesthetic education and art theory are necessary so 
that the text or narrative topic of study has an expansive and engaging 
dimension to it, rather than being based on recall or surface application, 
as is common in most mastery-based learning settings. Aesthetic educa-
tion relates to the character and form upon which a particular practice 
or orientation is founded. Hamblen (1984) explained how the process 
of art criticism incorporated the higher-order thinking and questioning 
of Bloom’s Taxonomy; Broome et al. (2017) later explored how artistic 
critical thinking illuminated a path for critical exploration of issues 
related to social justice. As both a metaphor and instructional practice, 
art has a useful and descriptive quality in understanding the culture 
and how it is reproduced and disseminated in the context of people who 
experience it. Across various groups of diverse people, different images 
hold sway. This means that certain images hold greater currency in 
representing particular aspects of the human experience. 
 Principles of art include balance, contrast, emphasis, proportion, 
pattern, rhythm, unity, and variety. Through the convergence of these 
elements and principles, different styles emerge. Through an individual 
or group’s affinity or kinship to certain forms of imagery, and so to one 
another, the value of this common symbolic representation holds its most 
significant influence. From the perspective of art as education, styles 
such as abstract, baroque, neo-classist, surrealism, luminist, pre- and 
post-impressionism emerge and are disseminated to those who would 
view them, hence consuming the images they present. The observer and 
student of art will likely fancy several different available styles, but their 
tastes inevitably find some preferences over others. The ultimate and 
resulting preferences are then oriented around the acceptance of certain 
genres and the rejection of others, which they may find aesthetically 
unfavorable for any number of reasons. 
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 The stylistic elements and dimensions of art converge to provide 
means of communicating to the observing participant the intent behind 
the efforts and results of the artist(s) or author(s). One need only observe 
modern advertising or popular culture examples to observe the kinds 
of currency that these images are attempting to create in the mind of 
the recipient observer. The recipient observer is presented with this 
work where some interpretation occurs. Agreement, rejection, curios-
ity, or disinterests are all facets of possible results to this interaction, 
but there is a resulting and value-added interaction when planned and 
guided properly.
 

Normative Modes of Discussion in Art Class
 Whether a class serves the purposes of student-produced works of 
art, or studying history, the art instructor often provides the vocabulary 
and conceptual development that enables the learning process. Through 
teaching, students learn important concepts and a vocabulary in repre-
sentation and interpretation. The pedagogy that teaches these concepts 
readily applies outside the classroom in much of what the students see. 
Students naturally make these connections, whether explicitly addressed 
by the teacher or not.
 The movement to discipline-based arts education (henceforth referred 
to as DBAE) in the late 1980s signaled a shift from focus on art produc-
tion, to a more critical and comprehensive approach that also empha-
sized aesthetics, art history, and art criticism (Delacruz & Dunn, 1996). 
Although the days of DBAE being heavily promoted or explicitly taught 
in educator preparation programs may have passed, some of the funda-
mentals of DBAE have been absorbed into the contemporary approach to 
teaching art in a pluralistic, technology-rich environment. Gude (2007) 
argues that a tangible relationship between art education and the larger 
social context in which students live represents a natural and required 
facet of human understanding. They must naturally and simultaneously 
hone their perceptions of both the visual elements of art and an ability to 
recognize or analyze the environment in which art has been created.
 In many ways, a legacy of DBAE is that art educators integrate 
history (or social context), criticism, and aesthetics as part of a dia-
logic process; educators informally prompt students to consider these 
dimensions, and formally pose questions to students during structured 
critiques of the work of both peers and professional artists. As a result, 
teachers of art must be adept at utilizing a model conducive to flowing 
naturally between questions related to visual form and more critical or 
exploratory questions.
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 As an example, an art teacher might ask students to engage in a 
critical discussion of a highly stylized painting, such as Joan Miro’s El Sol 
(https://www.moma.org/collection/works/67005). With respect to visual 
literacy, the teacher could naturally ask students to describe the use of 
balance, rhythm, or primary colors. Along similar lines, the teacher might 
prompt students to determine whether the various shapes or symbols 
serve to represent people and real-world objects, or if they serve more 
idiosyncratic or abstract purposes. Along more critical lines, it would 
not be uncommon for an art teacher to ask students to explain who 
they believe the creator was, when they made this painting, or perhaps 
what the intent or purpose of the work was for the artist. This latter 
line of questioning is not carried out with the expectation of students 
knowing exact factual information, but more to gauge perceptions and 
formulate connections. In essence, this activity’s results further refine 
the student’s natural ability or inclination to ask further questions, but 
of a critically-focused nature. 
 This general model of visual inquiry holds formidable implications 
for graphic literature, as learning to appreciate graphic literature often 
hinges upon similar understandings which lead to formal and critical 
analysis. Any given panel or page of graphic literature can be described 
or critiqued, concerning how formal elements and principles of design 
are incorporated and married to text. Exploring the perspective of the 
author/artist of graphic literature can be analogous to a structured 
critique of visual art, as well as a tool for developing skills for critical 
textual and conceptual analysis. Ultimately, similar processes or ques-
tioning can be used with texts across disciplines and content areas. This 
would facilitate the exploration of policies or proposals, the evaluation 
of scientific/mathematical models, and any number of other discipline-
specific skills with which students are ultimately asked to demonstrate 
proficiency. A key result is a better ability to communicate and exchange 
ideas. As supported by Campbell (2011), the ability to engage in dialogue 
is crucial to combatting the compartmentalization of different subjects, 
disciplines, and modernist misconceptions. That might prioritize math-
ematics and the hard sciences as bastions of the rational while largely 
positioning the arts as emotional or trivial. 
 The experienced art teacher plans for this transactive moment of 
interpretation between the materials they select and their student’s 
reactions to them. They are comfortable with the idea that there is no 
one way of interpreting a work of art, regardless of the artist’s intent 
or the framework of interpretation used by the recipient observer. The 
point in the exercise is to elicit further discussion, exploration, and the 
construction of meaning. It would be wrong to assume that a fleeting 
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set of images were all that any student ever learned about a topic. From 
an instructional perspective, the teacher is facilitating a longer-running 
process of discovery and learning on the part of the student (Hamblen, 
1984; Milbrandt et al., 2004). Classes may end, but students will en-
counter similar information in the future. Their later interactions with 
such material will be grounded in the methods they encountered and 
used to explore this information in school. In this particular context, 
learning and understanding is tied to the inherent aesthetic connec-
tion between a graphic image and the person who sees it. The critical 
thinking teacher outside the subject of art plans for the same process 
and outcomes, albeit through different means. 

Inquiry Through the Use of the Aesthetic Lens
 Through the convergence of these factors of aesthetics, the individual 
or group will likely develop a multi-faceted lens through which they 
interpret and subsequently navigate the world of images before them. 
Milbrandt et al. (2004) fostered students’ use of a constructivist approach 
to support their independent exploration of the visual arts, and Lemoni 
et al. (2013) asserted that a constructionist method empowered students 
to interact with the content in science textbooks in richer ways. It is 
important to readily observe this argument’s limitations because it is 
impossibly complex to predict as to which genre or form may be preferred 
by the observer; there are simply too many variables. However, this 
does come about as a result of interacting with these images or other 
symbolic representations. An interpretive lens is important because of 
the comfort, familiarity, and sense that people derive from it. How else 
to explain how we decorate the places in which we live? 

Graphic Instructional Pedagogy Across Disciplines
 A pedagogy for graphic narrative instruction has common elements 
and features that necessarily cross traditional subject boundaries. The 
necessity to question and actively construct meaning naturally means 
that the academic subjects and sources will be far more intertwined 
and often allowed for direct instruction. This represents an important 
landing point for a critical literacy framework. Several example titles 
in this section will illustrate this point.

English

 Graphic novel adaptations of classic literary works have existed for 
decades, and sometimes have been used in classrooms as either supple-
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ments or substitutes for the reading of novels (Boerman-Cornell, 2013; 
Brenna, 2013). This practice has often been employed by students with 
dyslexia or other reading challenges, as a way to compensate for difficul-
ties in reading fluency or reading comprehension (Smetana & Grisham, 
2012; Smith et al., 2019). Visual texts ostensibly use illustrated forms to 
improve the odds of struggling students absorbing plot points, recogniz-
ing emotional states of characters, or heightening the interpretation of 
dialogue. Although this method can be well-intentioned and beneficial, 
graphic literature possesses wider possibilities and should be open to 
a broader spectrum of students as a means of challenging or changing 
their relationship with literature.
 One possibility would be to have students read a chapter or portion 
of a classic text, such as Shakespeare’s Macbeth, then to contrast this 
with a reading of the same section of a graphic novel version of Macbeth. 
Discussion or analysis would ideally center on whether the graphic ad-
aptation captured the spirit of Shakespeare’s work, whether illustration 
enhanced the experience, or the degree to which the combination of both 
versions created a deeper construct for understanding. This general 
comparative exercise would also be a foundation for integration of other 
media or disciplines. 
 For example, viewing part of Kurosawa’s adaptation of Macbeth, the 
1957 film Throne of Blood, would permit discussion of how Shakespeare’s 
themes and craft translate across different media and cultures. Pursuing 
a more critical direction, the above would also facilitate the discussion 
of whether the Macbeth graphic novel and Throne of Blood are really 
even adaptations of Shakespeare’s work, instead of being creative works 
that reference Shakespeare. Using an analogy from popular music, this 
analysis would be like making the distinction between an artist playing 
a cover version of a well-known song versus an artist using a sample 
from an existing song as the framework for a new piece of music.
  
Social Studies

 Graphic literature can be an effective tool for presenting complex 
concepts from the social sciences in accessible ways. Goodwin (2012) 
demonstrated the power of graphic novels as a medium by collaborating 
with an illustrator to craft a comprehensive and appealing text covering 
principles of the field of economics. Similar to what was described in 
the section on English, the work of Goodwin (2012) could readily serve 
as a supplement to more traditional instruction on a topic or historical 
period in economics. A critical evaluation of Goodwin’s Economix would 
also offer rich possibilities, including discussing the extent to which 
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the book’s illustrator Dan E. Burr impacted the presentation of the 
content, or having students take a position on whether or not Economix 
accurately or effectively presents an explanation of a particular aspect 
of economics. The last line of discussion could be incredibly productive. 
It would require students to have a firm grasp on the content and use 
higher-order skills in taking a position and providing a rationale.
 A key to social studies education is that students have opportuni-
ties to access and appreciate different perspectives. The use of graphic 
literature as a component of teaching history could lend itself richly to 
the experience of deeply exploring multiple views of events in the past. 
For example, students in the United States are certain to learn about 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. The creation of graphic 
literature for this historical event would promote differentiation by prod-
uct, in which students would illustrate the experience of the bombing of 
Pearl Harbor from two different perspectives (a Japanese dive bomber, 
U.S. sailor, civilian living in Hawaii, etc.). This activity could be further 
enriched by teaching students about the Japanese bombing of Darwin in 
1942, which stands as the largest attack on Australia by another nation. 
In particular, this region’s aboriginal Australians had a radically different 
view of the Japanese attack, based in their unique cosmology/mythology 
and perception of the world around them. Contrasting the different ways 
in which soldiers in Hawaii and aborigines in Darwin processed and 
responded to attacks by Japanese aircraft through graphic literature 
and discussion would add depth and dimensionality to the study of this 
period of history. Otherwise, readers are only left with the standardized 
textbook-based curriculum, which presents information in ways that do 
not always promote critical literacy or inquiry (Adams, 2012).

Science

 Scientific phenomena can be both directly observable and profoundly 
theoretical in nature. Radoff et al. (2012) described the use of discussion 
about toy cars as a way to responsively teach third grade students about 
energy and motion. The approach employed in the research of Radoff 
et al. (2012) clearly incorporated inquiry and stimulated students to 
think critically and creatively as they developed new understanding 
of fundamental concepts in physical science. Still, it is not difficult to 
imagine that incorporating graphic literature as part of this instructional 
strategy could provide new opportunities. Science Comics is a longer-run-
ning series that introduce a variety of complex science information and 
concepts visually and in non-technical terms, so students understand 
foundational concepts. For the students, the inclusion of both images 
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and written information would allow the use of multiple modes to rep-
resent what they were observing, as well as to work through the process 
of developing hypotheses. Collecting and reviewing these artifacts from 
students would be a vital cornerstone of formative assessment for the 
teacher. This is because they allow for a general impression of what 
students were perceiving from the subjects being studied and a clear 
pathway to providing feedback or clarifying misconceptions. 
 For older students, the use of graphic literature could aid in under-
standing, analyzing, or creating models. Given that atoms are too small 
to see in detail without the use of a quantum microscope, atomic struc-
ture is typically taught to students using a simplified visual model. One 
avenue to pursue could be prompting students to understand that this 
is a model, not an exact representation of what atoms actually look like. 
The simplicity of the model itself bears similarities to accepted forms of 
graphic literature. Characters are depicted with simple elegance to be 
more relatable or convey information more precisely (McCloud, 1994). 
This analogy could serve as the foundation for critiquing a model like 
the accepted version of atomic structure, in order to debate whether it 
could be improved or whether it sufficiently captures the information 
it is intended to convey.

Mathematics

 Mathematics understanding is indelibly tied to an effective command 
of certain symbols and the larger language they are part of. Duval (2006) 
noted that there is frequent tension between mathematical symbols and 
their referents; as students advance to more complex understandings in 
mathematics, there may be essentially no clear or tangible referent for 
students to utilize. Titles such as Introducing Mathematics: A Graphic 
Guide (2015) present a descriptive and applied quality to the concepts 
presented. This referent represents an important strand of under-
standing. An example of this would be the frequently baffling concept 
of an imaginary number, representing the square root of -1. Although 
imaginary numbers do have practical value, such as calculations related 
to electricity, students may respond with confusion or dismissiveness 
to introducing this form of complex number into a discipline that can 
condition students for precise or tangible solutions.
 Graphic literature in the field of mathematics could serve both 
descriptive and exploratory purposes when applied to the topic of 
imaginary numbers. David and Tomaz (2012) stated that the teaching 
of mathematical content with teacher-led visual aids or instructions 
does not equate to students developing stronger visualization skills or 
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deeper understanding of mathematical content. However, visual aids 
that are more detailed and engaging represent a natural manifestation 
of what can be presented through graphic literature. One possibility 
would be to develop and implement instructional materials which use 
graphic literature as the primary mode for conveying the essential con-
cept and application of imaginary numbers. A richer possibility would 
be to have students employ graphic literature as a way to explain their 
understanding of imaginary numbers and the possible uses of these 
complex numbers. Doing so would provide an opportunity for critical 
dialogue, problem solving, and formative assessment of students’ emerg-
ing understanding of a challenging mathematical concept.
  
Other Subjects

 Much like English and Social Studies, the field of music already has 
volumes of graphic literature available to serve as texts for exploring 
crucial content. Ed Piskor’s multi-volume Hip-Hop Family Tree series 
stands as an intersectional work. It is simultaneously a work of story-
telling, a historical account, and inextricably linked to a unique form 
of American popular music. Additionally, Piskor borrowed the design 
principles of oversized anthologies published by Marvel in the 1970s, 
which has a foot in both the rich history of graphic literature and the 
sampling which has been a staple of hip-hop music itself. The opportuni-
ties for students to discuss these different Hip-Hop Family Tree elements 
are numerous. Students might be inspired to embrace the language of 
graphic literature to create biographies of musicians, compare musical 
styles, or document the process of composition. 
 McVicker (2007) endorsed the use of comic strips for teaching literacy 
skills, particularly the teaching of vocabulary. This utility of the graphic 
medium presumably extends to acquisition of vocabulary when learn-
ing a new language, as students may internalize new vocabulary more 
effectively when using their native language and images associatively 
to create a more elaborate and memorable construct. Graphic literature 
would be a welcome antidote to the often repetitive drills students com-
plete through learning another language. Incorporating graphic litera-
ture in the target language for students to read would present many of 
the possible advantages discussed regarding text comprehension in the 
section above on English. 
 Although students certainly need practice hearing and speaking in 
the target language, rich experience with printed text is essential and can 
promote more individualized explorations with a new language. Using 
text and illustrations in tandem could be a practical way for students 
to practice outside the classroom so that designated instructional time 
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might be allotted for more structured practice and more exposure to the 
target language in a social context. Students might also harness graphic 
literature tools themselves to explore and contrast essential elements 
of a second language, such as the imperfect and preterit past tenses in 
Spanish, or even the differences between the indicative and subjunctive 
moods. Again, this would provide students another mode to engage with 
complex concepts, while directly fulfilling content area standards like 
Comparisons and Connections as outlined by the American Council on 
the Teaching of Foreign Languages.

An Instructional Structure
 For the teacher who would utilize graphic novels with this form of 
pedagogy, the assessment and support framework become crucial. While 
any assessment structure’s purpose is to add value to the other learning 
experience, it is equally easy to ‘get lost in the weeds’ with regard to evalu-
ation and assessment. A more productive approach to this instructional 
component would be to focus on the exercise or experience goals. In this, 
Wiggins and McTigue’s (2005) framework of Understanding by Design 
(UBD) presents such a desirable approach. Within this approach, the 
utility of backward design serves this purpose well. Teachers focusing on 
this form of instructional planning will look to their goals for presenting 
the graphic novel or other work. From this, planning backwards means 
that one must more fully examine the ways that aesthetic learning (i.e. 
graphic works) and subject matter intersect with each other. In doing 
this, the teacher will find natural connection or bridging points between 
both bodies of information (i.e., the textbook v. graphic materials).
 Focusing on a smaller number of broader, but more interwoven 
concepts will connect greater areas of understanding. The essential 
questions of UBD provide a natural place from which to build and sup-
port critical thinking. The nature of critical understanding means that 
there is extensive communication and interaction between members of 
the class or learning setting. This mutually constructed process brings 
about the necessity of asking further questions, thus the group draws 
strength from within itself. 
 Regardless of the academic subject, teachers utilizing graphic mate-
rials would be wise to approach this from an aesthetic perspective, not 
strictly informational. Through an aesthetic perspective, the teacher is 
free to set any manner of holistic goals for the results of the exercise. 
These holistic or other goals may certainly mirror or be drawn from 
existing educational standards. It is important to note that these two 
are not exclusive of one another.
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 The use of descriptive rubrics for discussion, peer evaluation, So-
cratic discussion, and media use in the formative part of the process. 
Discussion like these can and should involve the students in better 
understanding the varying elements of a message and what they are 
looking for. This is an important component of modern literacy, given 
the image-rich culture we live in.

Conclusion
 The process and experience of visual literacy are much more com-
plicated and multidimensional for the value that people place on it. 
The subjects a student learns in school should be commensurate with 
the kinds of everyday media experiences and imagery they encounter 
across their lives. The nature of studying and understanding artistic 
representation and intent presents an interpretive exercise for the inten-
tion behind any message. This represents a deeper level of learning and 
understanding, and that is the goal. Combining the rigor of academic 
study with an appreciation for the impact of the aesthetic. Aesthet-
ics and imagery permeate most aspects of the daily lives of students. 
Graphic instructional pedagogy represents a means to teaching and 
learning that may not lie on the usual instructional path across schools, 
but all the resources needed for this expansive form of critical literacy 
and understanding are already in schools. They need only be collected, 
organized, and executed.
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Abstract
Kudzu, a vine originating in East Asia, is notorious in the South for 
its invasive nature and destruction of the environment. This article 
describes the impact of Western European culture on Cherokee culture 
brought about by sustained exposure to one another. Kudzu is employed 
as a metaphor to describe the destructive, invasive impact of Western 
European values at the expense of the Cherokee people. The creep of 
Western European culture upon the Cherokee culture started subtly, 
but over time and through stealth, Cherokee culture has not only been 
overtaken but torn apart in a way that was unnoticed until it was too 
late to fully recover. 
 This essay serves as a warning to not only the Eastern Band of 
Cherokee Indians (ECBI) but to Americans in general. The lessons of 
encroachment by cultural kudzu must be learned and understood by 
all. In the current state of American society, we are on fertile political 
ground for the expansion of cultural kudzu. Much like the planting of 
kudzu, it only takes one cultural seed, dropped in fertile soil, to propel the 
invasive creep that can infest and destroy other cultures in America.

Keywords: Cherokee, culture, Indigenous education, colonialism, kudzu

Introduction
 There are many things that people born and raised in the south-
western mountains of North Carolina “just know about.” Kudzu is one 
of these things. Those of us who originate from this area are well aware 
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of the devastating effects of this invasive vine that starts innocently 
enough, maybe one or two here and there, but if left unchecked, can cover 
everything in sight. Many old homes and structures are brought down, 
not by fire or demolition, but by this vine that becomes all-consuming 
in a matter of weeks. This article is not merely about the kudzu vine, 
rather, it is used as an analogy for the impact of European culture and 
influence on the Indigenous Cherokee people who once occupied land 
that today includes eight southern states.
  I was born and raised on the Qualla Boundary. This is what remains 
of the land holdings of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians (EBCI) 
in North Carolina. I, like my father, never learned the true history of 
our tribe and people as a young man. Simply living on “Indian” land 
did not afford us, like many others that were born and raised here, the 
knowledge of our ancestors or what happened to them. Nor did it allow 
us to see the reality of our people, our language, and our culture. These 
things were hidden… covered by a kind of cultural kudzu.
 Kudzu is native to parts of Southeast Asia, particularly, China and 
Japan. There, kudzu is kept in check by competing flora and insects, 
such as the bean plataspid (Roney, 2011). However, introduced in the 
United States during the late 1870s, where similar natural checks were 
absent, kudzu has continued to grow at exponential rates. Kudzu was 
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originally hailed as a wonder plant. Its main use was for soil erosion, 
while other uses included textiles, feed for livestock, medicinal tea for 
various ailments, and simply as an ornamental plant (Alderman, 2015). 
Yet, because there were no natural checks on kudzu in the American 
southeast, it has been able to run rampant and become the noxious weed 
that now covers over eight million acres of land (Suszkiw, 2009).
 There are efforts currently underway to control and even possibly 
eliminate kudzu, but they are limited. The most common attempts at 
eradication have involved long tedious processes involving defoliant 
sprays, grazing, mowing and burning. Yet despite such processes that 
require much time and continuous work, the march of kudzu continues 
unabated (Everest et al., 1999).
 Much like kudzu, the impact upon and devastation of Cherokee 
culture began innocently enough. A trade agreement here and there, 
the union of a young Cherokee woman and a European trader; along 
with the eventual spread of ideas, things were about to change. When 
the first trade agreement between the Cherokee and a Spaniard by the 
name of Juan Pardo was settled, the seeds for this “cultural kudzu” 
were planted (Conley, 2005). These seeds would be cultivated by the 
continued interactions between the Cherokee and the French and British 
throughout the 1600s. Eventually, these seeds would grow, spreading 
throughout Cherokee culture. Ultimately, like the old sheds and barns 
littered throughout the southwestern North Carolina mountains, Chero-
kee culture would be torn to pieces by this invasive entity, and nothing 
could be done to cull it back.
 The planting of cultural kudzu was methodical and executed with 
the care and precision of a seasoned farmer planting crops. It was not 
carelessly tossed about, like the Christian proverb of the sower. These 
seeds were purposely planted in good soil and produced (Matthew 13: 8, 
KJV). The initial agreement with Pardo was, in itself, the planting of a 
cultural seed (Kickler, 2016). It was an introduction to the way the Eu-
ropeans dealt with other nations, cultures and people, exemplified by the 
signing of a document, a handshake and the establishment of a border, 
as well as the introduction of the idea that this land is now ours and you 
can only come when asked. The Cherokee were also introduced to how 
the Europeans would use the land—to build forts to defend themselves 
from those with whom they had just made an agreement. In many ways, 
this was a sign of things to come. This should have been a sign of the 
contempt that Europeans have for “others” whose cultures are different. 
The English would time and time again repeat their actions, sign agree-
ments, then fortify and point their guns in the direction of those with 
whom they claimed to be friends.
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 The Cherokee themselves would soon adopt this attitude towards 
Europeans. Turnabout was fair play. At Joara, the Cherokee and the 
Catawba would expel Pardo and his men from the area after only a few 
years (Spurr, 2013). The actions of the Spanish, though attempting to 
not follow the same pattern of De Soto and the other famous Conquista-
dors, would ultimately lead them into a conflict that, unlike in Central 
and South America, they could not win. The only consolation for their 
expulsion was that there wasn’t anything they were looking for in the 
Southeast anyway. 
 The English would constantly sign agreements establishing new 
borders, taking away more and more each time, with the promise that 
this time would be the last. It never was. Eventually the American gov-
ernment would finish this job in 1838. The Cherokee would learn that 
the papers they signed meant that only they must keep their word, but 
not the Europeans or Americans. They could violate these agreements 
and it was ok. These cultural vines infiltrated and changed the Cherokee, 
who had always been a trusting people. Over time, they would become 
increasingly untrusting (Conley, 2005). This contradiction to cultural 
norms was developed out of continued exposure to cultural kudzu and 
by necessity. Learning to not trust the Europeans was a hard lesson and 
has remained forever ingrained in the Cherokee psyche. These cultural 
vines have developed deep roots in the minds of the Cherokee, which 
have yet to relinquish their hold, allowing them to pervade Cherokee 
culture today. 
  This mistrust is illustrated by the modern blood quantum require-
ment for enrollment. Federally recognized tribes have or maintain a blood 
quantum requirement for every enrolled member. “Each tribe establishes 
their own requirements for enrollment in the tribe” (U.S. Department of 
the Interior-Indian Affairs, n.d.). Indigenous people essentially track how 
much Indian blood they have. This is a literal tracking of blood quantum 
and made official with the distribution of, what is called an “Indian Card” 
or enrollment card. It is nothing more than a pedigree. Like animals, the 
Cherokee are further separated from other racial groups by a pedigree of 
blood and carry the proof in their pocket (Indian papers). 
 Many Native people are fully invested in the thinking that only 
real Natives have this much Indian blood, or that much Indian blood. 
It doesn’t matter if you were raised in the community and everyone in 
your family is an enrolled member; if you don’t meet the blood quantum 
requirement, then you aren’t Indian. Consequently, you are not privy to 
certain teachings or even acceptance by the community. Tragically, this 
practice creates an alternative form of Hell for those unfortunate enough 
to be categorized as too White to be Indian, too Indian to be White.
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 Seeds were planted every time a good was traded. When the traders 
came, other lessons would be taught and learned. When the Europeans 
came looking for skins, guns would be traded; more animals would die 
than would normally need to be killed. A want grew into a demand. 
The skins would grow in number, as would the number of Cherokee 
hands with guns used to kill more deer and bear. The hands that made 
the bows, arrows, blowguns and darts would decrease more and more. 
Artisan skills that had been passed down from generation to generation 
would dissipate at a rapid rate (Conley, 2005). The loss of many of these 
skills would not even be noticed until sometime later. In the late 1800s, 
Arizona Swayney Blankenship revived the basket making and pottery 
crafts that were once widely practiced by the Cherokee. She was able to 
do this by convincing the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) that this was 
not cultural, but entrepreneurial in its goals. It would be a trade that 
would fill a demand for a good and allow the students to make money 
(Carney, 2005). Though it allowed a traditional practice to be resumed, 
it eventually became part of the skeletal structure of cultural kudzu.
 Resistance to degradation of Cherokee culture has indeed occurred 
from time to time. During the Pre-removal era (Post-contact to 1838) 
many Cherokee people tried to warn against the destruction of the 
culture. Ironically, they would advance the degradation by creating 
and developing factionalism within the Cherokee. Those that wanted 
to continue the traditional ways became known, with some disdain, as 
Traditionalists (Conley, 2005). They tried valiantly to preserve the “old 
ways,” but were not as successful as they had hoped to be.  
 Today, the EBCI continues to fight cultural kudzu by implementing 
language programs geared towards revitalizing the Cherokee language. 
There are also attempts to continue the teachings of our ancestors and 
the preservation of our cultural traditions. Though these programs and 
efforts are present, there is still much work to do. Our living resources 
also diminish by the day. The number of fluent Cherokee speakers is 
only getting smaller. The number of people that know our history and 
culture also dwindle. A timer has been placed on the EBCI and every-
thing that makes us culturally Cherokee. The timer was set a long time 
ago and it is getting near and nearer to its end.
 With every treaty, with every trade, the practices of the Cherokee 
would become more infested with the sprouts of Western European 
practices, until some were completely overtaken. Eventually, the vines 
of European culture would overcome Cherokee culture in a way more 
effective than war ever could. There are many examples, but I will focus 
on three: religion, language, and education. 
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Religion
 When looking at the “Old World” religions, a commonality is that 
the first man and woman were expelled from Paradise. Humans had a 
good thing going, established by the deity or deities that they claimed to 
worship, and they blew it. In the big three (Christianity, Judaism and 
Islam), God gave Adam and Eve everything they could possibly need and 
charged them with looking after the animals and plants. All they had 
to do was not eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil (no, 
it wasn’t an apple)! This proved to be too difficult a task and ultimately 
man and woman were cast out, never being allowed to reenter Paradise, 
resulting in the curse of original sin (Genesis 3:1-24, KJV).
 In the end, this led to the vilification of Eve and by default, all 
women. Mankind was punished and the result was the loss of Paradise 
and equal status for men and women. Why does this matter? It’s simple 
really. This is one of the many vines that have crept into Cherokee 
culture. The Cherokee originally believed in the concept of Paradise 
and that an all-powerful Creator placed the first man and woman there 
(Mooney, 1992). Yet, the idea of being expelled from Paradise was not 
even entertained until the final theft of Cherokee land resulting from 
the Treaty of New Echota. That treaty is highly controversial in its own 
right, but that’s a story for another day. 
 The Cherokee, much like many of the other 567 federally recognized 
Indigenous nations, were always in their Paradise. For the Cherokee, 
Kanati and Selu were the first man and woman. And neither of them 
was responsible for the “fall” of man. It was actually their children, two 
boys, which were the cause of man’s fall from grace (Mooney, 1992). 
Consequently, the guilt about expulsion from Paradise did not originally 
exist because the Cherokee were living in their Paradise. The guilt of 
original sin was non-existent. That sin belonged to the two boys in the 
story, not Kanati and Selu (Mooney, 1992). Therefore, there was no 
animosity towards Selu or women because they played no role in what 
happened; at least, not a negative one.
 Why is this important? European culture, based on Christian teach-
ings and values, was unwilling to accept that people might disagree 
with its concept of Paradise and the fall of man. It was also unwilling to 
accept that women were considered as equals by Indigenous people. So, 
the Western seeds of inequality between men and women were planted 
and then cultivated over a long period of time. 
 Today, there are numerous churches on the main EBCI land holding, 
known as the Qualla Boundary. Why? Roughly one third of the people 
living on the Qualla Boundary are Christian. More than half have no 
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declared religion or religious affiliation (Cherokee, North Carolina (NC 
28719, 28789) Profile, 2018). Few still hold on to the old religion, if that 
is even what you can call it? The cultural kudzu ravaged traditional 
religious beliefs and was able to do so because of the many similarities 
that it shared with Christianity, especially the concept of the trinity. 
These similarities allowed the infiltration to be so effective that today 
the idea that our old stories can be taken at the same value as those in 
the Bible is laughable to many Cherokee. There are not many who follow 
the old or ancient practices. However, there has been a small resurgence 
of Eastern Cherokee (a larger number of Cherokee in Oklahoma) that 
either continue or have begun to practice what is called “Stomp” on the 
Qualla Boundary. This is a gathering of Cherokee people who practice 
traditional dances, singing and ritual and is not accessible to outsiders. 
This number is still small, but is showing some promising growth (C. 
Tiger, personal communication, March 14, 2019).

Language
 The language is also another casualty in this invasion of culture. 
Today in Cherokee, North Carolina and the surrounding areas, there 
are less than 200 fluent Cherokee language speakers left (McKie, 2019). 
Why is there such a shortage of speakers? The U.S. government’s as-
similation program was relentless in making sure the language was 
beaten and scrubbed (literally and figuratively) from the mouths of the 
children that spoke it. These methods were quite successful under the 
direction of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and its Boarding School 
policy (Reyhner, 2018). “Kill the Indian, save the man” was their mantra 
(Carney, 2005). And kill it they did, with an efficiency that soldiers and 
bullets could never do.
 Even now, with desperate attempts to try to save the language from 
certain death, the Western kudzu has found its way into the language. 
The Bureau of Indian Education (BIE), part of the BIA, has spearheaded 
initiatives to try to help save that which it originally had tried to de-
stroy. However, the efforts that on the surface appear to be genuine are 
themselves part of the creep of the vines. In an interview with an elder, 
Bullet Standingdeer (personal communication, April 20, 2018), I have 
learned that our words have meanings beyond those that are simply 
translations. The focus of current language preservation efforts has 
been on finding how to say English words, old and new, in Cherokee. 
According to him, this is not understanding the language and keeping 
it alive; it is translation. If the true meanings and values of our words 
are lost, then the Cherokee language simply becomes another dialect 
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of English. If the language no longer contains these meanings then it 
is effectively dead—the Cherokee language becomes English.

Education
 Finally, education is yet another cultural vine. Native education, for 
the Cherokee people and Native Americans in general, has a dark and 
disturbing history. Well before the BIA boarding schools, established on 
EBCI landholdings known as the Qualla Boundary opened in 1890 and 
closed for boarding in 1953, there were the missionary schools (Finger, 
1984). These schools were developed with the understanding that a 
school was to be built first and then a church. Trying to convert people 
was fine to the Cherokee, but it was not to be forced on them. In regard 
to the missionaries, they claimed that the Natives had the option to 
accept or reject Biblical teachings. Education was considered to be the 
primary focus not religious teachings. Unfortunately, the missionaries 
almost always built the church first and would eventually build a school 
only after being under threat of being removed from Cherokee country. 
This was indeed the case with the Moravian missionaries. The Cherokee 
sent Sour Mush, a staunch traditionalist, to the Moravian mission to 
declare that the missionaries had roughly one year to build the school 
and start teaching, or leave. The missionaries would comply and were 
allowed to stay (Schwarze, 1923).
 These schools dealt with many of the same issues that contempo-
rary educators face today. Truancy and little or no support at home are 
examples (McClinton, 2010). Yet, students were educated, and they did 
learn, but they were slowly stripped of what made them Cherokee—their 
culture. EBCI elder and educator Freeman Owl, along with many sur-
vivors of the Cherokee BIA school, confirms what is considered common 
knowledge to all with EBCI lineage: the one consistency between the 
mission schools and the BIA school in Cherokee, North Carolina was 
the severe punishments inflicted on Cherokee children for any conduct 
that even closely resembled traditional practice. 
 The development of the Cherokee syllabary would help to usher in 
a Golden Age for the Cherokee for a time. However, even with a literacy 
rate in the 90 percent range, it was not enough (Conley, 2005). Yes, the 
Cherokee had a written language. Yes, the Cherokee were literate in 
that language and had a thriving society. Though, in the end, it did not 
matter. In many ways, the success of the Cherokee mocked Western 
society and its attempts to “civilize” them and eliminate what made 
them Cherokee. The Cherokee attempted to adapt their already thriv-
ing civilization to “modern” standards without completely abandoning 
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their culture. Unfortunately, although they were able to successfully 
fight back the vines of cultural kudzu, it was only to be for a while.
 History books barely mention the Cherokee and their struggle 
against the United States under the guise of Manifest Destiny. In 
modern textbooks, the most that is discussed about the Cherokee is a 
brief paragraph about the “Trail of Tears.” Some texts even go as far 
as to claim that the land was willingly given up. They definitely do 
not mention that the Cherokee fought in every way possible to keep 
what was rightfully theirs. They rarely mention the importance of the 
United States Supreme Court case of Worcester v. Georgia (1832) that 
determined that the Cherokee were a sovereign nation and were not 
subject to the laws of the United States. They do not tell students that 
the Cherokee developed their own government and established a con-
stitution, heavily influenced by the U.S. Constitution. They certainly 
do not tell students that the written language, developed by Sequoyah, 
was so quickly adopted and learned that literacy rates far exceeded that 
of the United States (Conley, 2005). They definitely do not reveal that 
when the Cherokee were removed from their homes, at gun point, that 
there were white families waiting to take their land and their place. 
They never write of the stockades that these people were confined in, 
like criminals or even worse, animals. They do not tell of the families 
that had to watch their past (elders) and futures (children) die in their 
arms. They do not tell you of the conditions that allowed an eighth of 
the Cherokee population to die, were essentially concentration camps. 
They do not tell of the other 1/8 of the Cherokee nation that would die 
on the forced march to what is now Oklahoma (Conley, 2005). 
 The American history that is taught to children today is a lie. It is 
a lie because it only tells part of the story. We owe it to our children, 
our ancestors, and ourselves to know the truth. What is taught today is 
merely the foliage, the top leaves of the cultural kudzu that covers the 
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians (EBCI). Sadly, as many that have to 
deal with kudzu know all too well, it is relentless. Many measures have 
been used to fight off the creep of the vine, and some appear to work, 
but never do. Cherokee society and its advancements have never been 
held in the positive light that they had hoped (Conley, 2005). Instead, 
they have always been seen as an immediate threat that needed to be 
stamped out with extreme prejudice. The Western cultural creep has 
repeatedly returned with a vengeance and repeatedly destroyed chances 
for a new more “Civilized” Cherokee Society. Today, cultural kudzu has 
infiltrated every crack and crevasse of the Cherokee culture. 
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Conclusion
 There is something missing from the knowledge of the people in 
the mountains of southwestern North Carolina. Here, people know 
about kudzu. However, many are unaware of the cultural kudzu that 
has infested this region since the early 1500s. They are unaware of a 
process which allowed the cultural landscape to completely change in 
the area. Most are unaware of the intricate and methodical way that the 
Cherokee people were not only cast out, but systematically stripped of 
every aspect that made them a thriving culture and power in pre-contact 
North America. 
 The purpose of bringing this history to light is preventative in na-
ture. It is to prevent those of us that still call these mountains our home 
from losing what does remain of our culture and ancestral teachings. 
It is to remind the EBCI that we have a long way to go when it comes 
to regaining our former glory and standing as an influence in not only 
North Carolina, but the United States as a whole. We have come a long 
way from removal and the boarding schools, but similar threats remain. 
In order to combat those threats, we must understand how they were 
developed and how they were able to be effective.
 Planting mistrust amongst the Cherokee was the key to infiltrating 
Cherokee Culture. Once mistrust was able to blossom, further infiltra-
tion was almost inevitable. The cultural kudzu that would overtake 
Cherokee culture would use the apparatus of religion, language, and 
education in order to continue its infestation. Once the vines of cultural 
kudzu were able to establish their position in these structures, its creep 
and takeover would become almost complete.
 It’s hard to discern a single force that brought the Cherokee culture 
down, but we do know the process over time involved many things such 
as greed (gold, and land), jealousy (literacy rate and quality of life), and 
the idea of racial superiority. 
 This is a warning. The methods described in this article can be used 
with adaptations today. Our current American society is not immune to 
this type of attack. What made the methods of cultural kudzu so effective 
was its stealth, its ability to remain hidden over time. America today is 
subjected to so many distractions, it is quite possible that our thinking 
can be coopted by nefarious forces through time and subtlety. In today’s 
political environment, saturated with sensationalized news geared towards 
ratings and polarization, we as a nation are fertile ground for cultural 
kudzu. Much like the kudzu plant, all that cultural kudzu needs to be 
able to grow is for one seed to take root in fertile ground. If that occurs, 
inevitably, it will become entangled in every aspect of culture.
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 Americans should not think that they are impervious to a cultural 
attack of their own. In a global world that is increasingly economically 
bound together by economic and geopolitical interests, it is inevitable 
that there will be many future clashes of cultures. The process of cultural 
consumption is cyclical and constant. The irony behind the destruction 
of Cherokee society by Western European “Civilization” is that, like the 
Cherokee nearly 200 years ago, America is now primed for a similar 
battle against the same entity. Cultural kudzu is always relentless, never 
ceasing, always creeping. George Mason famously stated at the 1787 
Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, “Nations cannot be punished 
in the next life, so they must be punished in this one” (Johnson, 1989). 
 When people drive in the southwestern mountains of North Carolina 
today, they are unaware of all that was taken from the original inhabit-
ants. They do notice, however, through a twist of irony, a vine that seems 
to grow at exponential rates. They see the old sheds and barns covered by 
the big, heavy vines. They see those same vines reaching into the roads 
on the brightest, hottest days. They watch the mowers cut through the 
vines on top of the grass, cleared for a day, only to see them return the 
next. They witness the fight to keep those vines from gardens, lawns and 
driveways, just to have a day or two of peace. All the while, they do not 
realize that just two hundred years ago, the native inhabitants of this 
area repeatedly fought a similar battle—one that would cease for a day 
or two, but ultimately be never ending. Cosmic karma has clearly decided 
to act; the land of the people overtaken by cultural kudzu is now close to 
becoming one massive patch of Pueraria Lobata. 
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