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PROTEST AS A PEDAGOGICAL ACT 
Tyler Wilson 

"Be realistic, demand the impossible! 
Slogan written on walls throughout Paris in May 1968. 

INTRODUCTION 
I think it was just after the second barrier was knocked 

down in Ottawa that I decided to plan my next field trip. This was, 
after all, the stuff of curriculum: democracy, history, civics, law. 
However, unlike the silencing certainty of a textbook, this was 
curriculum in the process of being made. I, as a participant in the 
protest against George Bush's visit to Canada, was making this 
curriculum happen, and I was, by all accounts, making myself in 
the process. Although I could imagine the need for a permission 
form that would make use of a creative pepper-spray" clause, I 
did not have high hopes for my idea. 
For, as a teacher of these aforementioned subjects, I knew that 
courses in law and civics provided our students with a means to 
learn how to support this conception of democracy. What these 
courses did not do was to provide students with the methods for 
questioning democracy's embedded interests and power 
structures. And history only tells us about who we once were, not 
who we are now or how we might imagine ourselves being in the 
future. 

As police in riot gear engaged tear-gas canisters, I asked 
myself, what on earth we "peaceful" and "easy-going" Canadians 
were doing here? What was all the fuss about? Certainly, no one 
expected to remove George Bush from office, especially not a 
group of Canadians. What, then, did we hope to accomplish? 
Between support for gay marriage, lower tuition rates, and cries 
to end the occupation of Iraq, was there even a "we" to speak of? 
And what about the people at home who would be watching this 
over dinner—what would they think we were up to? Would they 
know we were trying to speak to them too? 

The connection between my experience as a teacher and 
as a protester is not accidental. In this paper, I explore the critical 
relationship between protest and education by considering protest 
as a pedagogical act. Following a discussion of the term pedagogy 
and the goals to which this term aspires, I locate acts of protest as 
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meaningful acts of pedagogy. First, however, a brief account of 
the recent turn to neoliberalism is in order. 

THE TREND TOWARD NEOLIBERALISM 
Four years before the Paris uprisings of 1968, Marcuse 

wrote that "a comfortable, smooth, reasonable, democratic 
unfreedom prevails in advanced industrial civilization, a token of 
technical progress" (Marcuse, 1964, p. l). Forty years later, though 
under different circumstances, Marcuse's critique of one-
dimensional society" accurately describes the current state of 
societal arrangements. In the wake of calls for profitable 
advancements in technology, globalization, and free-market 
capitalism lie historic levels of economic and cultural devastation. 
In recent years, as shown by the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) demonstrations in Geneva, Quebec City, and Seattle, 
protest has emerged, in part, as a response top the neoliberal 
agenda that now governs much of public and private life. 

Locating opportunities for resistance within hegemonic 
relationships remains a central task for a pedagogy of protest, a 
pedagogy committed to the creation of space. Following a brief 
discussion of terms central to this paper, I explore three spaces 
which a pedagogy of protest is committed to uncovering: a space 
for resistance, a space for social imaginings, and a space for 
democratic identity. 

PEDAGOGY 
In education, the terms pedagogy and teaching are often 

used interchangeably to refer to the principles and methods 
applied in the transmission of knowledge in an educational 
setting. Competing interpretations of this term are often the result 
of differences that arise between its reference as a noun and as a 
verb. 

Understood as an abstract noun, pedagogy presumes that 
education is informed by and encompasses a range of social, 
economic, and political ideologies. In this context, teaching is 
considered to be a process of enculturation through which such 
ideologies are knowingly or unknowingly transmitted From this 
perspective, pedagogy begins with the understanding that the 
whole education, from the curriculum, to a teacher's mode of 
address, as outlined by Ellsworth (1997), to the particular 
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architecture of a school building is informed by and creates 
specific political relationships between students and their society. 
In its verb form, pedagogy is often used to refer to the specific 
methods and approaches that educators draw upon in their 
teaching practice. These methods can assume the form of lesson 
plans, class exercises, and the types of questions that are (and are 
not) raised, to name only a few. 

The confusing nature of this term has worked in the 
interests of a neoliberal agenda by depoliticizing understandings 
of education and the role of the teacher therein. Safely secured in 
the esoteric language of the academy, the term pedagogy has 
become the plaything of scholars. As a result, the term itself is 
often abandoned once students graduate from teacher education 
in favour of a more practical discourse that they believe more 
accurately reflects the life of a practicing teacher. At a time when 
teacher educators lament the contempt shown by preservice 
candidates toward educational theory, the time to acknowledge 
the liberating potential of the term pedagogy is at hand. 

BROADER NOTIONS OF EDUCATION 
Not only in the university, but at all levels of public 

schooling, the failure of schools to provide a space for critical 
reflection has been widespread. Szeman noted that official sites 
of education, such as schools and universities, have become as 
thoroughly inundated with the idea and ideals of neoliberalism as 
mass culture itself. Today such sites can no longer be relied on to 
produce critiques of the existing order of things, if they ever 
could. (2004, p. 4) One response to the "democratic unfreedom" 
of public education was proposed by Gramsci and involved an 
expanded notion of education to include activities which occur in 
the public sphere. "Scholastic" relationships were, for Gramsci, 
the means by which a "new generation comes into contact with 
the old and absorbs its experiences and its historically necessary 
values. This form of relationship," wrote Gramsci, exists 
throughout society as a whole and for every individual relative to 
other individuals... [Thus] every relationship of 'hegemony' is 
necessarily an educational relationship" (Gramsci, 1971, p. 350). 

As Trend has indicated, "in this context, Gramsci was 
referring not simply to the forms of teaching that one commonly 
associates with the classroom, but to the profoundly political 
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process through which citizens are socialized to recognize and 
validate state power" (1995, p. 3). If various institutions and 
public activities are recognized as sites of potential ideological 
persuasion, then Gramsci's theory of education takes on great 
political significance and protest emerges as an opportunity for 
"radical pedagogy to link itself to. ..transgressive and 
oppositional practices that take place outside classrooms" 
(Suoranta & Tomperi, 2002, p. 37). 

If pedagogical practice, by definition, necessarily 
involves political elements, toward what purposes does a 
pedagogy of protest aspire? To this question, I propose that it 
attempts to create spaces that allow for particular types of 
questioning and possibilities to occur. 

A SPACE FOR REFUSAL 
The first of these spaces considers protest as an attempt to 

create a space for refusal. Given the pervasiveness of "master 
narratives" in our public and private lives, the task of uncovering 
a source for resistance to particular power relations is a difficult 
one. It is not, however, impossible, and we may locate such a 
source in the writing of Foucault. Foucault believed that power 
relations "are not univocal; they define innumerable points of 
confrontation, focuses of instability, each of which has its own 
risks of conflict, of struggles, and of an at least temporary 
inversion of the power relations" (1979, p. 27). Thus, within every 
relation of power "fissures and breaks exist for resistance... Within 
these breaks and openings lie the source of revolutionary 
possibility and hope" (Trend, 1995, p. 4), and it is toward 
uncovering these openings that a pedagogy of protest aspires. 
Because "resistance.. .to the hegemony of capitalist Empire calls 
for at least the awareness, explication, and criticism of the 
[capitalist] ideological strategies" (Suoranta & Tomperi, 2002, p. 
40), different forms and interpretations of knowledge weigh 
heavily in this process. A pedagogy of protest seeks to create a 
space where refusal is understood, in part, as a response to current 
injustices that occur under the watch of a neoliberal agenda. In this 
way, the efforts of protesters to draw attention toward, and 
respond to, the social injuries of a capitalist system can be seen as 
an attempt to create a discourse of critique against which dominant 
ideologies might be called to justify their actions. In the absence 
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of this space is the unquestioned acceptance of a neoliberal 
agenda, and a narrow and economically-based conception of 
democracy. The second space that a pedagogy of protest seeks to 
create is a space for social imagining. 

A SPACE FOR SOCIAL IMAGINING 
In January, 2001, tens of thousands of individuals 

protested the World Economic Forum by marching through the 
streets of Puerto Allegre, Brazil and declaring "Another world is 
possible!" (McNally, 2002, p. I l). The rallying cry of these 
protesters was an expression of a critical knowledge, what Freire 
referred to, in its English translation, as a raised consciousness. 
These protesters understood their oppression "not as a closed 
world from which there [was] no exit, but as a limiting situation 
which they [could] transform" (Freire, 1970, p. 49). A pedagogy 
of protest attempts to create a space wherein the world is 
imagined in transformable terms and a program of hope is made 
possible. 

Historical memory and possibility are closely linked in 
this task. When individuals come to understand the current state 
of societal arrangements as a function of past human decisions, 
then imagining a future different from the present becomes much 
more possible. Within this context, the notion of personal agency 
takes on new significance as the ability to affect change is 
understood as a reality. Freire noted that individuals who have 
developed a sense of historicity and self-awareness perceive the 
old themes anew and grasp the tasks of their Bit by bit, these 
groups begin to see themselves and their society from their own 
perspective; they be come aware of their own potentialities... 
Society now reveals itself as something unfinished, not as 
something 

itself as something unfinished, not as something inexo 
rably given. (Freire, 1973 , p. 13) 

Under these circumstance, a pedagogy of protest "becomes a 
driving mechanism of political agency, as citizens come to 
recognize the potential of a new social order and are thus 
compelled to challenge what exists" (Trend, 1995, p. 4). 

Hope is central to any discussion of protest and must be 
understood as both a precondition for and guiding force within any 
act of protest committed to a democratic ideal. Giroux (2003) has 
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chosen the term "educated hope" to refer to the combination of the 
pedagogical and the political in ways that stress the contextual 
nature of learning. Far from the realm of abstract language, this 
concept takes on a unique character within a pedagogy of protest. 
It gives name to the collective nature of the protester's hope as a 
concrete, necessary component in the struggle to achieve 
democratic practice. Understood in this way, hope educates itself 
to take root by learning to sew its own seeds. 

A SPACE FOR DEMOCRATIC IDENTITY 
The third space toward which pedagogy of protest aspires 

is a space for democratic identity. As an act of personal conscience 
that plays within the presence of others, protest is fundamentally 
connected to the idea of identity. I develop my discussion in this 
section around one main question, namely, how might a pedagogy 
of protest work to provide a space wherein identity can take on 
dynamic and powerful meanings in the process of "becoming"? 

Mouffe offers insight into this question. She points out 
that while "citizenship is vital for democratic politics... a modern 
democratic theory must make room for competing conceptions of 
our identities as citizens" (Mouffe, 1993, p. 7). In this context, 
Rutherford points out, "responsibility for the other is not 
selfsacrificing altruism. It is the pursuit of self-knowledge and 
understanding achieved in.. .the practice of being with oneself in 
the presence of others" (Rutherford, 2002, p. 23). Thus as we work 
to "recover recognition of our interdependence and reinvent a 
language of relationships between people" (Rutherford, 2002, p. 
23), new opportunities emerge for a pluralistic and dynamic 
conception of identity. The significance of this development is 
explained by Mouffe: "the notion of a radical democratic 
citizenship is crucial... because it could provide a form of 
identification that enables the establishment of a common political 

identity among diverse democratic struggles" (1993, p. 6). How 
we might imagine ourselves and even the notion of self in 
Mouffe's "radical democratic citizenship" is a source of inquiry 
for an extended version of this paper. 

In light of Mouffe's statements, Foucault's earlier remarks 
regarding the possibility of resistance assume new significance. 
Through a pedagogy of protest, new spaces are created wherein 
identity has the possibility to be formed in dynamic and powerful 
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ways. In so doing, people otherwise connected only by their 
oppression, learn about their ability to work together in ways that 
draw upon, support, and shape the plurality of their voices. 

CONCLUSION 
Gramsci's enlarged scope of education allows educators 

and cultural theorists the freedom to explore pedagogy of the 
everyday and to break ground in uncovering the interests, 
ideologies, and potentialities imbedded within particular practices 
and ways of thinking. To this end, I am in agreement with Freire 
that "the political struggle to change society is not solely inside 
school.. .Liberatory education must be understood as a moment of 
process or practice where we challenge the people to mobilize or 
organize themselves to get power" (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 34). 

Looking back on my experience in Ottawa, I must admit, 
I am still apprehensive to acknowledge what, exactly, we 
accomplished. Like one author, I recall "feeling the blood stir, 
feeling the pride in action.. .confidence, understanding, and 
commitment" (Hill, 2003, p. 17). Not unlike my experience as a 
teacher, I'll never know the full effect that my actions did or did 
not have. And although I must rest with the knowledge that we did 
not send "Dubya" home early, I can relax knowing that I 
participated in the creation of our world, a world that continues to 
be something in which I can and must believe. 
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