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and curriculum policies (Apple & Christian-
Smith, 1992). Moreover, the culture of the
school is often representative of those features of
the dominant culture that it affirms, sustains,
selects, and legitimates. Thus, the distinction
between high and low status academic subjects,
the organization of knowledge into disciplines,
and the allocation of knowledge and symbolic
rewards to different groups indicates how poli-
tics work to influence the curriculum.

Within dominant versions of curriculum and
teaching, there is little room theoretically to
understand the dynamics of power as they work
in schools, particularly around the mechanisms
of tracking, racial and gender discrimination,
testing, and other mechanisms of exclusion
(Oaks, 1985). Mainstream educational reformers
such as William Bennett, Chester Finn, Jr., and
Dianne Ravitch exhibit little understanding of
schooling as a site that actively produces differ-
ent histories, social groups, and student identi-
ties under profound conditions of inequality.
This is true, in part, because many dominant ver-
sions of curriculum and teaching legitimate
themselves through unproblematized claims to
objectivity and an obsession with empiricist
forms of accountability. But, more importantly,
many mainstream theorists of curriculum refuse
to link schooling to the complex political, eco-
nomic, and cultural relations that structure it asa
borderland of movement and translation rather
than a fixed and unitary site.

When inserted into this matrix of power, dif-
ference, and social justice, schools cannot be
abstracted from the larger society where histories
mix, languages and identities intermingle, values
clash, and different groups struggle over how
they are represented and how they might repre-
sent themselves. Questions of representation,
justice, and power are central to any critical the-
ory of curriculum. This is especially true in a
society in which Afro-Americans, women, and
other people of color are vastly underrepresented
in both schools and other dominant cultural
institutions. Of course, the issue of representa-
tion as I am using it here suggests that meaning

is always political, actively involved in producing
diverse social positions, and inextricably impli-
cated in relations of power.

Educators generally exhibit a deep suspicion
of politics, and this is not unwarranted when pol-
itics is reduced to a form of dogmatism. And,
yet, it is impossible for teachers to become agents
in the classroom without a broader understand-
ing of politics and the emancipatory possibilities
it provides for thinking about and shaping their
own practices. Recognizing the politics of one’s
location as an educator should not imply that
one’s pedagogical practice is inflexible, fixed, or
intolerant. To insist that teachers recognize the
political nature of their own work can be under-
stood as part of a broader critical effort to make
them self-reflective of the interests and assump-
tions that shape their classroom practices. Roger
Simon (1992) captures this sentiment by arguing
that by inserting the political back into the dis-
course of teaching educators can “initiate rather
than close off the problem of responsibility” (p-
16) for those classroom practices generated by
their claim to knowledge and authority.

In what follows, I want to offer an alternative
language for defining the purpose and meaning
of teacher work. While I have talked about teach-
ers as intellectuals in another context, I want to
extend this analysis by analyzing what the impli-
cations are for redefining teachers as public intel-
lectuals.? In part, I want to explore this position
by drawing upon my own training as a teacher
and some of the problems I had to face when
actually working in the public schools. T will con-
clude by highlighting some of the defining prin-
ciples that might structure the content and
context of what it means for teachers to assume
the role of a public intellectual.

TRADITION AND THE PEDAGOGY OF RISK

Let me begin by saying that we are living through
a very dangerous time. . . . We are in a revolu-
tionary situation, no matter how unpopular that
word has become in this country. The society in

VORPIIEIPORE



