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ABSTRACT
This research is a critique of neoliberalism and its instrumentalizing effects
on educational practice, and a philosophical exploration of an alternative vision of
education that can be considered in its place. Aiming to counter what many critical
educators suggest is the current neoliberal hold on education, this study elevates the
works of Persian philosopher/poet Rumi and Brazilian critical pedagogue Paulo
Freire as potential reprieves. These works are contextualized through the
deterritorilizing language offered by Deleuze, and thus read through a lense that
positions Rumi and Freire as engendering new flows and spaces of resistance. In this
context, unpacking the Deleuzian nomad is a recurrent theme throughout this
inquiry. While the nomadic quality of Freire’s texts advance the literature on critical
pedagogy, its presence in Rumi’s works gives birth to the spiritual activist scholar.
To reflect my own position as a spiritual activist scholar, I propose what I
refer to as an imaginal curriculum that is decentred and encourages critical thinking,
imagination, and spiritual growth. Here, Rumi’s seven stages of enlightenment and
Freire’s critical pedagogical praxes serve as the backbone for my vision of an
imaginal curriculum. This imaginal curriculum engages in an exercise of critical
deconstruction that embraces a never-complete process of becoming and being. The
space afforded by this philosophical analysis urges educators to seek alternative
ways of becoming while furthering their understanding of neoliberalism. Exploring
the historical and contemporary practices of Rumi and Freire also helps develop
alternatives that promise new possibilities for teachers and learners as subjects of
change.
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CHAPTER 1 - THE STUDY: ITS NATURE AND PURPOSE
1.1. Introduction to the Philosophical Arguments
The complex yet dynamic nature of neoliberalism has rekindled my interest
in seeking alternative praxes with the potential to disrupt the neoliberal narrative and
remedy the paradoxical educational experiences that ensue. Couched in the
theoretical framework of different philosophers, this research attempts to unsettle the
more problematic assumptions embraced by the neoliberal logic and offer reprieves
through Rumi and Freire. Moving forward from these reprieves, the language
provided by Deleuze opens up possibilities for new and creative ways of thinking
about complex concepts associated with neoliberal theory and policy.
While

engaging

in

a

thought

experiment

against

neoliberalism’s

discriminatory policies, this philosophical inquiry does not seek to find a solution but
afford a space that offers multiple possibilities for innovation. This is a process filled
with tensions and it is the successful negotiation of these tensions that keeps alive the
possibility for transformative thought and practice. In this context, Deleuze’s
conceptual constellation opens up spaces where Freire and Rumi can slip through
and transition into productive forces. The emergent result is a prism where
possibilities for alternative thought and action come together in a dialogic encounter
where Rumi and Freire meet.
In this research, I investigate the impact of several Deleuzian concepts on the
thoughts of Freire and Rumi in an effort to move forward with possibilities for reenvisioning liberatory alternatives to repressive power structures. The current
philosophical analysis is not an arrival but a movement toward an uncertain future. It
1

is the absence of an arrival that allows this research to exist in a state of
transformation where breaking through striated spaces is a constant. A becoming that
is always in flux, my interest lies in the breakage before the arrival: a movement
toward exploring the creative potential that thinking together with these philosophers
creates. This process entails wandering into an unpredictable future of infinite
possibilities; a perpetual struggle that is not afraid of creating ruptures. It is through
disrupting mechanisms of control that I hope to unsettle the neoliberal rationality that
has permeated educational spaces.
Broadly speaking education can be defined as a theoretically informed,
organic, and complex interdisciplinary process that embarks on a deliberate effort to
cultivate individuals morally, physically, and intellectually. Jarvis (1999) views
education as the social organization of activities that promote individuals’ learning
and understanding and improve their quality of life in the process. For the purposes
of this study, different forms of education including adult education, life-long
learning, and K-12 education have been used interchangeably. The theoretical
backbone upon which my understanding of education is based problematizes the
presumption that education is neutral.
There is no such thing as neutral education ... education either facilitates the
integration of generations into the logic of the present system and brings
conformity to it, or it becomes the 'practice of freedom', the means by which
men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how
to participate in the transformation of their world. (Freire, 2000, p. 38)
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This form of ongoing education is not driven by commercial interests and prioritizes
civic values. It is a kind of critical resistance that stems from a need “to enhance the
lives and the possibilities of individuals, to allow them the space to try to create
themselves as works of art (Hoy, 2005, p. 92). It is a form of lifelong learning where
“the personal and professional are intimately connected” (Beattie et al., 2007, p. 119)
and the educational experience is not limited to any particular time and space.
According to Schugurensky and Myers (2003), the neoliberal understanding of
lifelong learning holds the individual accountable for the learning experience. In
such a complex milieu, educational spaces refuse to commodify the learning process
and turn learners into potential consumers of products and services offered by
educational institutions. To ensure that lifelong learning rejects neoliberal qualities
such as individualism, it needs to embody a critical learning component that
encourages learners to negotiate and shape a multiplicity of discourses that impact
their social, economic, and personal development (Jarvis, 2000; Rubenson, 2002).
Questioning the roots of exploitative policies, Foley addresses the dispersion
of the instrumentalist discourse in the world of adult education:
Adult

education,

through

its

instrumentalist,

professionalized

and

decontextualized practices and discourses, is implicated in processes of
capitalist domination and capitalist reorganization. Adult educators who wish
to contribute to struggles against capitalist domination must stop seeing adult
learning and education as purely technical, interpersonal and institutionalized
activities. They must recognize that adult education and learning are also
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complex, and contested, social, cultural and historical processes. (Foley,
1999, p. 67)
Critical resistance discourses encourage the ‘dissolving of oneself’ (Hoy, 2005, p.
90), which embodies a desire to dissolve a sense of self and disrupt one’s
understanding of right and wrong. Through engagement with the possibilities that
arise from the breadth of resistance against hegemonic restructuring, a more complex
and multidimensional understanding of neoliberalism is explored.
To be cognizant of how the neoliberal order constructs its unassailable
beliefs, Foucault’s (2008) critique of neoliberalism is revisited in the context of the
current research in an effort to problematize neoliberal assumptions. In this study, I
adopt the language provided by Deleuze and use it as a lens to analyze Freire’s
framework for pedagogical praxis and Rumi’s philosophies as potential remedies to
the problems attributed to neoliberalism. I argue that when properly conceived and
implemented, these conceptions can offer a lens through which we can rethink
neoliberal stratification. To reflect my aspirations to become a spiritual activist
scholar, I draw on Freire and Rumi’s educational philosophies and offer an
alternative curriculum development paradigm.
This dissertation provides the following argument: The neoliberal agenda is
incompatible with critical educational practices and its instrumentalist rhetoric
considers education, in the general sense, as both a public and a private good (Tilak,
2008). By thinking together with Freire and Rumi, I unpack the instrumentalistneoliberal vision for education and explore existing tensions. The potential ethical
ramifications of such policies in research, their impact on the future of the
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humanities, and the overall rancour toward activist scholarship are explored further
in this dissertation. In taking a position where I support education as a path toward
new becomings in a transformative space that cultivates connections and separations,
I contend that the conception of education for economic development is a case of
false generosity (Freire, 2000, p. 44). Freire (2000) defines false generosity as
attempts by the oppressors to assuage the fears of the oppressed with regard to the
power relations contributing to their oppressive state. To ensure the sustainability of
such practices, it is imperative that unjust social structures that maintain these
oppressive conditions remain intact.
In this study, I draw on Deleuze’s nomadic identity as a mode of critical
resistance to neoliberal individualism. Like a nomadic thinker, I trace the shift from
individual to social and spiritual identity and explore the variations that exist in the
individual identity spectrum. I advance Deleuze’s philosophical disposition as a
vantage point through which the move toward a different conception of the
individual is traced and the transition from being to becoming is further examined
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Deleuzian concepts like body-without-organs and the
nomadic war machine are revisited in the texts of Rumi as fana and the war machine
of love. By exploring Sufi concepts, particularly in the works of Rumi, I examine the
potential that lies in educational settings that release the nomadic potential in
learners. This research is an attempt to explore spaces that inspire the emergence of
nomadic qualities in learners within the poststructuralist educational sphere.

5

1.2. Frameworks for Analysis and Revision
The primary method of research for the present study is philosophical and
textual analysis where the principal data collection method is the review and analysis
of the prevailing literature (Clingan, 2008). Derrida’s (1978) poststructuralist
philosophy influences textual research by emphasizing that all knowledge is rooted
in the language texts that humans generate. Espousing this philosophy signifies that
the world can be construed as a text and consequently be analyzed, critiqued, and
deconstructed (Derrida, 1978). Since one of my aims is to analyze the texts of Rumi
and Freire for underlying assumptions using Deleuzian constructs, textual analysis is
a natural methodological choice. This research is also considered a philosophical
analysis, which entails a close reading of texts, along with a break down and analysis
of philosophical concepts in an effort to develop new understandings. This is
consistent with the way Heidegger used interpretation or Destruktion to define his
analysis of other philosophers’ works (Inwood, 2000).
The process of breaking down concepts can be traced back to ancient Greek
philosophy where Plato and Socrates’ concern with and search for definitions can be
classified as one of the earlier forms of conceptual analysis. According to BostonKemple (2012), Descartes’s writings throughout the 17th century Renaissance not
only revived the Greek roots of analysis, but also paved the way for new
understanding of the modern practices of conceptual analysis. Nearly one hundred
years after the publication of Descartes’ ideas, Kant introduced decomposition of
concepts with a focus on the microstructure of concept. Kant’s “decompositional
conception of analysis set the methodological agenda for philosophical approaches
6

and debates in the late modern period of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries”
(Beaney, 2009, as cited in Boston-Kemple, 2012, p. 39).
1.2.1. KIERAN EGAN’S FRAMEWORK FOR EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH
In this dissertation, I employ Egan’s (2002) framework for educational
research. Egan sets out to change the course of educational research by stipulating
that the majority of research in the field of education is the result of conceptual
confusions where pseudo-empirical findings that are generalizable are produced.
Egan’s work is influenced by Smedslund’s (1979) article published in the
Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, which criticized the bulk of empirical research
and asserted that most of what is considered empirical studies could be easily
redefined in terms of common sense theorems and branded as pseudo-empirical.
Smedslund (2009) affirmed that “psychological research and practice both start from
what we all know about being human because we are human, what we know about
each other because we participate in shared meaning systems (language and culture),
and what we know about unique individuals” (p.2). Smedslund (1979) warned, “we
must stop believing that our data are relevant for and support or refute general
theories" (p. 140).
In The Collected Works of L.S. Vygotsky: The fundamentals of defectology,
Soviet constructivist psychologist Lev Vygotsky warns against the transfer of
scientific principles to other fields, particularly the humanities. Vygotsky maintains
each field has a tendency to construct its own theory as “the” general science
(Vygotsky, 1993, p. 235), transporting concepts and analogies indiscriminately, and
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giving way to the conception of pseudoscience. Vygotsky makes the argument that
the language involved in research is generally not transparent:
For empiricists it is necessary to have a language that is colloquial,
indeterminate, confused, ambiguous, vague in order that what is said can be
reconciled with whatever you like…they need a word that neither provides a
clear philosophical qualification of the nature of the phenomenon, nor simply
its clear description, because the empiricists have no clear understanding and
conception of their subject. (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 282)
A re-evaluation of such deep-rooted assumptions in research manifests itself
in the writings of Egan (2002) who reintroduced the notion of analytic and arbitrary
research, with special emphasis on education. In Getting It Wrong from the
Beginning: Our Progressivist Inheritance from Herbert Spencer, John Dewey, and
Jean Piaget, Egan calls for a radical reconstruction of research in the field of
education. Egan contends that most empirical research conducted in education has
had “no discernible impact on general educational achievement” (Egan, 2002, p.
151). For these reasons and more, the positivistic epistemology of contemporary
research is generally believed to be incapable of handling the complexity of practice,
as it applies scientific theories to practical situations. Columbia Teachers College
professor Robert McClintock (2007) builds on these notions and asserts that despite
its quantitative growth, educational research has become out-of-harmony with sound
judgment. McClintock critiques the American Educational Research Association’s
Handbook of Research on Teaching and states that educational research not only
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offers contradictory findings but has also failed to impact the practice of teaching in
any meaningful way:
[The Handbook] assembles work, pointless in a deep existential sense, for the
research goes off in every direction, leaving those in practice, policy, school
administration, teaching, instruction, and parenting without a clue what to do.
Because educational researchers have proven unable to exercise rigorous
control and account for the relevant variables in carefully controlled
inquiries, their studies have notoriously conflicting results. (McClintock,
2007, p. 1)
Egan (2002) argues that the questionable principles deeply embedded in educational
research come from a lack of exploration of analytic truth as well as empirical
generalization. The problem, according to Egan, is that researchers mistakenly use
analytic and empirical components interchangeably. The ensuing state of confusion
leads to claims that are purportedly empirical generalizations but are in fact
dependent on analytic components eclipsed by the way the principle is formulated.
The obstacles in the way of ad hoc explanations have been exacerbated by
demands that any description lean on generalization for support. As stated by Egan
(2002), establishing the analytic component does not need an experiment while the
arbitrary element, which is empirical in nature, cannot be generalized. Louch (1969)
contends that, “often enough, patient and detailed observation is necessary to
describe adequately what we wish to explain, but no further research or generalizing
technique is required to add an explanation to this description” (p. 1). Louch went to
great lengths in his book Explanation and Human Action (1966) to illustrate that
9

what research needs is “not measurement, experiment, prediction and formal
argument, but appraisal, detailed description, reflection, and rhetoric” (Louch, 1969,
p. 235). In light of the need for text-based research and systemic thought, my
research methodology extends into territories that necessitate a re-reading and
critical analysis of the literature and offers an engaging reflection that advances the
dialogue on emancipatory educational practices.
1.3. Statement of the Problem and the Emergence of Research Questions
The relegation of learner status to consumers rather than co-creators of
knowledge (Newson, 2004) has intensified the instrumentalization of educational
spaces. Contextualizing the pervasive nature of the neoliberal ideology and by
extension free-market logic in the current educational climate is the driving force
behind this dissertation (Hill, 2007; Olssen & Peters, 2005; Giroux, 2003). Several
general concerns guide this investigation as I explore the research questions and
demonstrate a critical awareness of the issues raised.
1. How does the language offered by Deleuze impact our understating of the current
educational climate permeated by the sedentary values of neoliberalism?

2. What are the possibilities for alternative learning models, including critical
pedagogy, to mitigate the deleterious effects of educational instrumentalism? Is there
a ‘nomadic’ quality in Freire’s texts that advances the literature on critical
pedagogy?
3. Can Rumi’s philosophies contribute to the struggle against the instrumentalization

of education? Can they advance the emergence of the spiritual activist scholar?
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4. What are the essential features of an imaginal curriculum rooted in Rumi and
Freire’s teachings against the backdrop of Deleuze’s philosophical legacy?
1.4. My Relationship to the Research: From Practice to Theory
In this section, I explore what part of my own personal journey as an
individual and an educator compelled me to problematize the instrumentalization of
education and the perils of neoliberalism pertaining to educational praxis. My
research informs contemporary understandings of education of the need to embolden
emancipatory discourses and counter-movements in response to the increased
instrumentalization of education. My point in thinking together with the educational
philosophies I have named is to offer insights of value to educators in a space of
critical resistance.
In 2002, I began teaching English at Iran’s prestigious Tehran University
Medical School, employing Harvard University’s ‘Teaching for Understanding’
model of learning. I enthusiastically worked with my students to establish and
maintain an English weblog along with critical journal writing to help them become
discerning readers and forceful writers of themselves and the world around them. In
our English class, these medical students examined their roles as responsible citizens
through in-depth interactions with patients and their families. I explored different
aspects of these life-changing experiences in my MA thesis entitled, ‘Critical
learning community in EFL classrooms: A study of educational transformatory
practices with undergraduate medical students’. My thesis was the product of two
years of participatory action research. In my work, participatory action research
provided a mode for interpreting, analyzing, evaluating, and validating the changes
11

my students and I experienced throughout our learning journey. Through
engagement in participatory action research with freshmen and sophomore students
at Tehran University Medical School, I designed a curriculum to promote critical and
creative learning. The curriculum encouraged students to apply knowledge in ways
that were meaningful to their lives and constructive for the society as well. This
corresponds with Greenwood and Levin’s (1998) view of action research as a
democratic partnership between a professional researcher and a defined community
of participants, united to collectively understand, interpret, and take action to make a
difference in problematic situations. The central concerns of this action research
entailed identifying problems experienced by patients, encouraging meaningful
participation, and gaining a deeper understanding of the social structures that led to
the inequalities palpable in their lives.
Through action research, students were also encouraged to explore their own
pains and struggles. Students’ critical journal writing experience provided insight
into dealing with problems faced by these future doctors in their personal and social
lives. As part of my Master’s degree research, students at Tehran University Medical
School were involved in critical journal writing, web-designing (mind-mapping), and
critical blogging. My own reflections helped me find a pattern that was not evident at
the start of the research. In my personal experience, participatory action research
proved to be about writing rich, full accounts of the unfolding of the students’
perceptions of themselves and the world around them. The research included an
iterative process of action and reflection that challenged the students to reflect
critically on their awareness of ‘self’ while engaging collectively to problematize
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broader social constructs. The purpose of such engagement was primarily to
experience a conscientization (Freire, 2000) that promotes awareness regarding
power structures that lead to injustice in society. In our critical learning community,
an educational environment was fostered that extended beyond the classroom walls
where students learned to ‘read the word and the world’ in the context of their lives
and communities (Freire, 2000).
In view of my background in participatory action research, I became
increasingly interested in the link between theory and practice. Like so many
educators, I found myself experiencing a lack of coherence between theory and
practice known as the theory-practice gap (Rafferty, Allcock, & Lathlean, 1996). I
understand the theory-practice gap as the break in the philosophical underpinnings of
educational policies and the realities of practice. The current Ph.D. project has been
part of an ongoing effort to bridge this gap by moving from practice to theory. While
I value the experience of taking an activist approach and going to hospitals with
medical students to empower the local community and problematize oppressive
power structures, I am now eager to explore the theoretical and philosophical roots
of these practices as I look for ways to draw attention to the ‘nomadic’ quality in
educational spheres that can empower us to embrace such actions in the first place.
As a researcher, I aspire to understand the hows and whys of social inequities
through in-depth analyses of the writings of Freire and Rumi using a Deleuzian
linguistic framework. Through participatory action research in my MA dissertation, I
emphasized participation, ownership of knowledge, and empowerment. This is while
I believe that employing a conceptual analytical framework in my Ph.D. research can
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help display hidden logical forms and underlying theoretical infrastructures. From
practice to theory and back again, I engage in reciprocal and mutually enriching
processes as I locate my research questions in the context of this academic
dissertation. In an attempt to keep my work from becoming stagnant or disconnected
from important issues in education, the analyses undertaken in this study focus on
transforming an oppressive reality by identifying the nomadic potential in alternative
critical pedagogical praxes. Thus, a conceptual, textual, and philosophical analysis of
literature is presented with the aim of creating lines of flight for educational policy
makers down to the most microelements collaborating with educational institutions.
1.5. Outline and Overview of the Research
In the first Chapter, I provided an overview of the proposed research. This
includes a framework for analysis and revision, the methodologies used in the
philosophical and conceptual analysis of the study, and the research questions,
followed by a brief foray into the contexts that shape this work and my relationship
to the study.
The second Chapter, which is divided into two sections, starts with a review
of the literature that offers a critical reading of instrumentalism in educational
spaces. There, I present an understanding of education with implications to counter
the hegemonic effects of educational instrumentalism. The chapter then shifts to a
discussion on how the instrumentalization of education relegates learning to
vocational training and provides an analysis of the gap between an educational
model that advocates profit and one that advances activist scholarship. I also explore
how the lack of State funding across North America has reeled corporations into
14

educational domains as sponsors, raised moral and ethical concerns in research
practices, and marginalized the humanities.
The second part of Chapter Two begins with a detailed discussion of different
understandings of neoliberalism. In particular, I elaborate on how neoliberal
governmentality uses technologies of subjectivity and subjection to survive
(Foucault, 2008). After focusing on the theoretical underpinning of the neoliberal
ideology, I offer a critical reading of neoliberalism as developed by French
philosopher Michel Foucault. I focus on Foucault’s notions of biopower and
governmentality for the purpose of analysis. Next, I contextualize individualism and
analyze how it is associated with freedom and autonomy in the neoliberal discourse.
I conclude this Chapter by discussing how the incursion of neoliberal ideology into
educational settings in the name of efficiency can be potentially problematic.
Chapter Three introduce the Deleuzian language utilized in this research to
analyze Freire and Rumi’s works. In this vein, I initially introduce the concept of
nomadic versus sedentary segmentaries as developed by Deleuze. Nomadism is a
recurring theme throughout this research as I analyze the texts of Paulo Freire and
Rumi from the lens offered by Deleuze’s nomadic epistemology. By exploring the
distinction Deleuze makes between the State apparatus and the nomadic potential, I
built on the critical resistance discourse and create ruptures informed by the
‘nomadic war machine’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986).
Chapter Four provides a historical basis for Rumi’s thoughts by exploring
Sufism and its philosophical traditions. This is followed by an examination of
concurrent educational themes as they appear in Rumi’s works. My analysis is not
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limited to identifying prevalent themes in Rumi’s stories and poetry as I find points
of connection and departure by adopting a stance informed by Deleuzian ideas. I also
examine how Rumi urges us to move beyond binaries and transcend the self into
unfamiliar territories in his written masterpiece the Mathnawi. This work remains the
cornerstone of Rumi’s educational thought and I explore how it implicitly aims to
foster critical social involvement, especially as readers are inspired to consider the
other in their interactions.
The second part of this Chapter is devoted to a discussion on the extent to
which critical pedagogy has influenced contemporary educational scholarship by
countering the effects of educational instrumentalism. Through an analysis of
concepts such as false generosity (Freire, 2000), I examine various possibilities for
becoming subjects of change in the space afforded by Deleuzian thoughts. In this
Chapter, I emphasize Freire’s dialogic model and the concept of conscientization in
an effort to confront ‘naturalized’ assumptions, including critical pedagogy’s
assumed disenchantment with career advancement. I conclude this Chapter with an
analysis of several Freirean texts and their connection to the nomadic potential as a
mitigating force against the deleterious impact of neoliberalism.
In Chapter Five, I explore the possibilities for the emergence of the spiritual
activist scholar. I also discuss how neo-Sufism was borne in reaction to the colonial
perception of philosopher poets as spiritualists with little to offer notions of justice,
equality, and freedom. To shift further away from a narrow and punitive
characterization of philosopher poets, I further unpack the nomadic potential in
Rumi’s texts and the significance of transitioning into the spiritual activist scholar.
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Inspired by Deleuze’s distinction between nomadic and sedentary ways of life and
Rumi’s educational philosophies, I examine the various ways spiritual activist
scholars work on themselves to maintain a sense of counter-hegemony and remain
critical of the dominant power structures. I propose a form of self-governing integral
to Sufi teachings and rampant in the nomadic structure that enables the critique of
the self along with systemic oppressive forces and affords opportunities to act both
individually and collectively in the context of spiritual activist scholarship.
In Chapter Six, I position myself as a spiritual activist scholar, adamant on
imparting the knowledge engendered in this research to advance the scholarship on
curriculum development. My interest in this area dates back to my Master’s degree
research where I designed a curriculum for students at Tehran University Medical
School. That passion transcends into my current research where I adopt educational
concepts derived from the works of Rumi and Freire using Deleuzian paradigms. In
this Chapter, I present a brief history of curriculum design in an effort to move
beyond existing models mostly rooted in product and process-based curricula. In
search of a curriculum that advances critical thinking and spiritual growth, I draw on
the seven stages of enlightenment adopted from Rumi’s work. The imaginal (Corbin,
2013) curriculum that unfolds is decentred and encourages critical thinking,
imagination, wisdom, and leaners as storytellers and story makers. The creative
nature of this curriculum is unreceptive to exclusionary visions of the future and
embraces a never-complete process of becoming that is a thinking together of
Deleuze (1995) and Rumi in practice.
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The concluding Chapter reflects on the possibilities afforded by this research,
particularly on the ways spiritual activist scholars can counter the evolving
discourses of neoliberalism in educational spaces. In this process, I argue for
possibilities for those working in educational spheres to seek alternative ‘ways of
becoming’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1994). The final Chapter discusses the ways in
which this study can be used to further our understanding of neoliberalism and how
exploring historical and contemporary practices can help develop alternatives that
promise new possibilities for both teachers and learners.
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CHAPTER 2– EDUCATIONAL INSTRUMENTALISM
AND THE NEOLIBERAL DISCOURSE
2.1. Instrumentalization of Education
In an increasingly turbulent educational landscape, influential economic
forces tend to favor instrumentalized educational systems for the reproduction of an
efficient labor force. In this context, critical educators strive to nurture informed,
responsible, and activist citizens while resisting spaces where qualities are used
interchangeably as quantities, judgments have been sold to tests, and learning has
been replaced with vocational studies (Higgins, 2011). German philosopher Jürgen
Habermas perceives instrumentalism to be the result of the “reification of
consciousness”. Here, reification refers to “the structural process whereby the
commodity form permeates life in capitalist society. [Critical theorists are] especially
concerned with how reification makes human beings seem like mere things obeying
the inexorable laws of the marketplace” (Shaffer, 2009, p. 1).
Dewey describes instrumental logic as “the belief that makes knowledge
merely a means to a practical end, or the satisfaction of practical needs” (Dewey,
Hester, & Talisse, 2007, p. 170). Instrumentalism can thus be defined as pragmatic
and individualistic with the underlying logic that knowledge is most useful when it is
a means. However, by reducing learners to consumers of knowledge, students are
kept from being “active, competent, and thoughtfully critical” (Nussbaum, 2010, p.
18). The learner-as-consumer discourse has permeated educational spaces with the
help of curriculum theorists like Ellwood Cubberley. As a pioneer of educational
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administration, Cubberley theorized that schools are factories that produce workers
to meet the needs of society:
Our schools are, in a sense, factories in which the raw products (children) are
to be shaped and fashioned into products to meet the various demands of life.
The specifications for manufacturing come from the demands of twentiethcentury civilization, and it is the business of the school to build its pupils
according to the specifications laid down. (as cited in Beyer & Liston, 1996,
p. 19)
The gap between a form of education that views schools as factories and one
that believes they should encourage active citizenship has led to tensions in
educational spaces. Through the gradual controlling of learners’ expression of
rationality and critique, the most essential aspect of schooling becomes the students’
lack of existential engagement with the world. Therefore, instead of pointing out the
importance of preserving values in the framework of communities, a sense of
individualism, competition, and consumption takes over educational experiences.
2.2. Instrumentalization, Corporate Funding, and Ethical Concerns
In the age of educational instrumentalism, the social cost of neoliberalism
continues to rise through the commodification of the knowledge system. Hill (2010)
warns against this commodification trend, particularly the replacement of public
sector funding with financial support from the private sector. The neoliberal
emphasis on the individualization of knowledge has also raised ethical concerns.
Instead of seeking collective action to change the underlying conditions that give rise
20

to iniquities in society, individualized solutions that focus on a single case are hyped
up.
In this context, success stories are advocated as opposed to the
implementation of successful policies. The focus, hence, shifts to narratives that
advance personal ambitions and quick-to-read and just as quickly to forget stories.
Such narratives provide a space that affects change as the drama and excitement
inserted in stories can easily surpass logical arguments. Narratives are crafted so as
to sway the public sentiment toward or against specific issues and to be reflective of
assumed shared values. Publicly shared narratives become commonplace as
members of society are guided into believing that they are co-constructors of their
futures. Instead of revealing the complex and fluid nature of social phenomena, such
narratives situate individuals in non-negotiating and deradicalizing spaces.
The stories advocated by neoliberal-minded thinkers are generally
disconnected from the wider social context in which governmentality operates. The
complex social constructs that sustain neoliberal constructs in societal organizations
are also unexplored. There is a dynamism within the neoliberal discourse that masks
structural inequalities as it constantly looks for new champions and aims to
“’discover’ their next success story, whose experience will then be cited as proof of
the superiority of market forces” (Hart-Landsberg, 2013, p. 88). This narrative is
further complicated by the behind-the-scenes politics involved in neoliberal success
stories that can collapse under close inspection.
The rhetoric of neoliberalism provides ever-more expanding opportunities for
the use of art and stories, as effective marketing tools, as framing devices for
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new entrepreneurial ventures, and for conferring a sense of edge and cool to
urban centres… Yet the prevalent invocation of art, stories, and creativity as
necessary to economic success and happiness is occurring at the very same
time that government cuts to social and cultural programs are accumulating
rapidly, and where “risks” are no longer mitigated by a broader social safety
net, but are to be borne by individuals alone. (Mündel, 2014, p. 157)
In the individualized search for solutions to structural problems, the rags to riches
stories generally lend legitimacy to the neoliberal effort to engage in a ‘creative
destruction’ of any space that offers a potential for resistance (Harvey, 2005, p. 3)
The adoption of business-friendly models is encouraged at all layers of
learning institutions and any form of resistance is categorized as a refusal to embrace
the necessary advances required for the 21st century (Harvey, 2005). In this context,
marketing in schools has shown to be an ideal forum, for it guarantees a captive
audience. Through targeted advertising, learners are continuously faced with implicit
endorsement by the educational institution (Peralta, 2015). The budgetary cuts to a
growing spectrum of social services, particularly education has rendered schools
incapable of affording various programs and equipment and reeled in corporate
sponsorships. This has deflected attention away from the potentially destructive
effects of the privatization of public spaces despite the services and equipment
offered.
…even if corporate sponsors supplied objective teaching tools of impeccable
quality, commercial advertising would still be a pernicious presence in the
classroom, because it is at odds with the purpose of schools. Advertising
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encourages people to want things and to satisfy their desires. Education
encourages people to reflect critically on their desires, to restrain or to
evaluate them. The purpose of advertising is to recruit consumers; the
purpose of public schools is to cultivate citizens. (Sandel as cited in Peralta,
2015, p. 315)
Molnar (2005) points to several categories of “selling in schools” in light of
the increasing commercialization of educational spaces and the inevitable
subjugation of schools to market forces. These categories include sponsorship of
programs and activities, exclusive agreements giving corporations the rights to sell in
schools, incentive programs, appropriation of space, sponsorship of educational
materials, the adoption of corporate-sponsored curricula, fundraising sponsored by
corporations, and electronic marketing including the insertion of daily commercials
in the school routine through programs such as the U.S.-based Channel One.
There has also been a systemic effort to commercialize Canadian schools
(Robertson, 2008) and one such instance was the unsuccessful expansion of Channel
One into Canada in the 1990s under the name Youth News Network (YNN) (Norris,
2006). The Canadian-based company Athena Educational Partners was responsible
for implementing the YNN program in Canadian schools where students were
required to watch a 10-minute newscast on a daily basis along with two-and-a-half
minutes of commercials in exchange for technological equipment. After opposition
from a broad range of groups including parents and educators, the program was
discontinued (Blokhuis, 2008). While YNN ceased to exist, corporate business found
other ways to infiltrate educational spaces.
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Once held to be a public good that could be measured by their contribution to
the community’s well-being, schools have come to be seen as markets for
vendors, venues for advertising and marketing and commodities to be bought
and sold. They are evaluated largely in terms of how effective they are
perceived at preparing workers for corporate employers, and their mission
has been transformed conceptually into a “service” that can be delivered by
private businesses responding to the profit motive. (Molnar, 2005, p. 16)
Hill (2007) contends that proponents of neoliberalism and capitalism aspire
to achieve three goals in education. The first is the Capitalist Plan for Education to
“produce labour power with the skills and ideologically compliant attitudes to
develop a workforce from which surplus value can be extracted” (p. 6). Next is the
Capitalist Plan in Education, which “plans to make profits out of education”, and
finally there is the Capitalist Plan for Education Corporations Globally, which
anticipates edubusinesses in industrialized and developing countries “to profit from
international privatising, franchising and marketing activities” (Hill, 2007, p. 7). In
2004, Santos stated that edubusiness spending at the global scale is “estimated at
around 2,000 billion dollars … more than global automotive sales” (Santos as cited
in Hill, 2005, p. 261).
The impact of big business on all aspects of knowledge production has
continued to grow in recent years. In 2006, $7.4 billion flowed from big corporations
into agricultural research in the United States, while a third of agricultural scientists
reported consulting for private industry (Richardson, 2012). In another manifestation
of edubusinesses, the Danforth Campus at Washington University named their life
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sciences building The Monsanto Laboratory of the Life Sciences after the
multinational agricultural biotechnology corporation brought more than $100 million
in research funds to the University. Educators are worried about the ensuing conflict
of interest and potential bias that impacts scientific research as a result of corporate
investment in academia. In this vein, corporations that give money to universities
and place their executives on education boards often dictate academic research.
The expansion of the market influence in educational research, calls for a reevaluation of its shifting-sands sense of moral and ethical legitimacy. Corporatesponsored academic research is more likely to be compromised and businesses have
been shown to censor research results that are in conflict with their commercial
interests (Giroux, 2006). Press and Washburn (2000) cite a study published in the
Annals of Internal Medicine in 1996, which “found that 98 per cent of papers based
on industry-sponsored research reflected favorably on the drugs being examined, as
compared with 79 per cent of papers based on research not funded by the industry"
(p. 429).
In a high profile case, Canadian researcher and physician, Nancy Olivieri
raised doubts about an experimental drug by Canada's largest generic drug maker
Apotex. Olivieri, who had signed a confidentiality agreement with Apotex, was
using the drug as part of a research experiment to treat patients suffering from the
genetic blood disorder, thalassemia. The drug company tried to silence her and
threatened to sue Olivieri for $10 million for publicly revealing her findings about
the inadequacy of the drug, deferiprone. Despite the potential consequences, the
University of Toronto’s ethics board instructed Olivieri to inform her patients about
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the side effects of the drug. However, after following through and informing patients
Olivieri was denied effective support and her position at the University of Toronto
was compromised. Several university officials including the president of the
University of Toronto went on record and criticized what they claimed to be
Olivieri’s 'demonstrably incorrect' allegations against others. Later on, it was
revealed that the university was negotiating with Apotex for a huge financial
donation (Schafer, 2007).
In an ethically dubious case, the office of the Simon Fraser University (SFU)
president announced in 2010 that Canadian mining giant Goldcorp had donated $10
million to the university. In return, SFU renamed its downtown eastside Woodwards
campus, The Goldcorp Centre for the Arts. This is while Goldcorp's poor
environmental track record in South America is under fire. Goldcorp has also faced
federal criminal charges in Honduras and has been involved in legal battles in
Argentina and Guatemala including labor violations (Egan, 2012). In another
instance of ethical non-compliance, the Chevron Corporation has been awarding $1
million every year since 2009 to community development organizations in
Richmond, California, the site of one of its oil refineries. This is while, since 2006,
Chevron has been in “high priority violation” of U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency’s air compliance standards. A 2006 survey by the Communities for a Better
Environment found that 46 per cent of the adults and 17 per cent of the children
surveyed in Richmond, California suffer from asthma (Climate Change Education,
2010).
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2.3. Instrumentalism and the Humanities
The transition from humanities’ time-honored tradition of knowledge
creation to spectatorship is decidedly a by-product of the neoliberal discourse.
Proctor et al. (2015) warn that disciplines like philosophy are entering a danger zone
due to their inability to market or patent knowledge and the subsequent dearth of
research funding due to the lack of empiricism. The divestment in the humanities
through drastic cuts in funding (Levin, 2005) continues to impact democratic
practices. Giroux (2008) examines the necessity for higher learning institutions to
prevent outside forces from infringing upon the principle of academic freedom and
encourages learning centres to strengthen their position as democratic public spheres:
What needs to be understood is that higher education may be one of the few
public spheres left where knowledge, values and learning offer a glimpse of
the promise of education for nurturing public values, critical hope and a
substantive democracy. It may be the case that everyday life is increasingly
organized around market principles; but confusing a market-determined
society with democracy hollows out the legacy of higher education, whose
deepest roots are moral, not commercial. This is a particularly important
insight in a society where not only the free circulation of ideas is being
replaced by ideas managed by the dominant media, but critical ideas are
increasingly viewed or dismissed as banal, if not reactionary. (Giroux, 2010d,
n.p.)
Consequently, fostering values that reflect humanism, empathy, and ethics is deemed
essential for democratic development, particularly since the humanities exposes
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students to the complexities of human interactions and actions (Jeffrey et al., 2014)
and encourages learners to critically analyze, reflect upon, and transform the world
around them.
According to Spencer (2014), the neoliberal order has succeeded in pitting
disciplines against one another in the name of economic development. If the virtue of
offering safe spaces for criticism continues to erode within the humanities, the
principles of social justice are unlikely to prevail. In Not for Profit: Why Democracy
Needs the Humanities, Nussbaum (2010) stresses the importance of the humanities
for democratic societies by emphasizing that the corrosion of traditional ideas
connecting higher education with democratic citizenship and personal character have
been widely replaced by an instrumental conception of learning, exclusively focused
on short-term economic gain. The process through which the humanities has gained
second-class status, only adds to the concern of prominent educators that once
education follows a business model, the remainder of its autonomy is compromised
through excessive control over faculties, curricula, and students (Giroux, 2011a).
The neoliberal conceptualization of social sciences research has subsequently
led to a loss of research funding in the name of economic gain. As large sums of
corporate capital flow into universities, areas that do not translate into substantial
profits are further marginalized, underfunded, or eliminated. The allocation of
disproportionate amounts of government funding to non-social sciences has raised
serious concerns among scholars about the future of the humanities. At the Congress
of the Humanities and Social Sciences in 2009, the president of the Canadian
Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences revealed that one in five
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researchers who apply to Canada's premier funder of social science and humanities
research, SSHRC, receives financial support, compared to 75 to 100 per cent in
science and health sciences.
A study conducted by Yale University in 2011, calculated how much, on
average, each Yale graduate student cost the graduate school over a six-year period:
$17,421 in the natural sciences, $126,339 in the social sciences, and $143,170 in the
humanities (Burt, 2011). In its report on the study, the Yale Daily News quoted
English Professor Mark Bauerlein of Emory University as saying that, “It just
doesn’t make sense for people to go to school in the humanities” (Burt, 2011, n.p.).
These reactions echo Baker’s (1975) predictions more than 40 years ago that the
humanities would become a luxury that could only be afforded by the wealthy as
“the poor generally choose more productive and less consumptive education than the
rich (Baker, 1975, p. 21). Subsequently, the humanities are not only being
marginalized, they are in the process of becoming dominated by the wealthy elite.
Giroux (2006) argues that there is a deliberate marginalization and
downsizing in the humanities along with a collective refusal to fund research in areas
such as public health, where the recipients of these services are largely unable to pay
for them. Accordingly, “the new corporate university appears to be indifferent to
ideas, forms of learning, and modes of research that do not have any commercial
value” (Giroux, 2006, n.p.). Nussbaum (2010) believes that by marginalizing the
humanities and the social sciences, higher education risks producing students with
college degrees, but without the ability to act as critical analyzers of knowledge.
While the marginalization of the humanities has a direct impact on higher education,
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there is a general movement in all educational levels toward an instrumentalization
trend perpetuated by neoliberal policies.
2.4. The Neoliberal Discourse
The decline of the humanities has led to an increased interest in the dissection
of the neoliberal discourse. By presenting a critical understanding of neoliberalism in
this section, I examine its influences on the liberal education tradition. This is
followed by an introduction to Foucault’s notion of biopower as I attempt to extend
the analysis of neoliberalism. I pay particular attention to the ways in which
individuals and populations are governed and govern themselves at both the micro
and macro level. While acknowledging the importance of a critical analysis of the
neoliberal discourse, I unpack neoliberalism as a grand narrative and examine how
alternative reform discourses can constitute as resistance to this ‘regime of truth’
(Foucault, 1979). This dissertation explores discourses that disrupt the incoherent
components of the neoliberal order and provides some tentative pathways into
thinking about the mechanisms by which neoliberal policies can be challenged and
redefined.
Despite its misleading name, neoliberalism is as far away from the leftleaning political liberals as imaginable (Saunders, 2011). The foundation of the
neoliberal discourse was developed by classical liberal economy theorists like Adam
Smith and David Ricardo, who advocated for minimal State intervention in the
economy and advanced the logic of the free market (Palley, 2005). According to
Turner (2008), the neo or new aspect of liberalism stems from the transformations
undergone by liberal economic theory as an effort to adapt to new material
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conditions. The central aim of neoliberalism is to permeate social, cultural, and
political spaces through the implementation of the free market economic system
(Foucault, 2008). The dynamics of neoliberalism that invades spaces both at the
individual and the societal level produces a ‘new citizen’ capable of blurring the
lines between the public and the private (Lemke, 2001). Baez (2007) contends,
“neoliberalism re-defines the social as an economic domain, governed by the
‘rational choices’ of entrepreneurial individuals who see everything they do in terms
of maximizing their ‘human capital’” (p. 7). Additionally, Harvey (2005) offers a
compelling analysis of this economic doctrine:
[Neoliberalism is] a theory of political economic practices that proposes that
human wellbeing can best be advanced by liberating individual
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework
characterized by strong private property rights, free market, and free trade.
The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework
appropriate to such practices. (Harvey, 2005, p. 2)
This is while, according to Touraine (2001), “the triumph of capitalism has
been so costly and intolerable that everyone, on all sides, is trying to find a way out
of the ‘neoliberal transition’” (p. 24). In light of its hegemonic aspirations,
neoliberalism advocates for a ‘social capital’ model that limits different forms of
oppositional civil society. Despite the exercise of coercive power to silence criticism,
cracks in the neoliberal logic have been difficult to ignore. For instance, a study on
the consequences of neoliberal policies on third world development refutes its core
promise of progress and economic prosperity:
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Contrary to popular belief, the past 25 years (1980–2005) have seen a sharply
slower rate of economic growth and reduced progress on social indicators for
the vast majority of low- and middle-income countries [compared with the
prior two decades]. (Weisbrot, Baker, & Rosnick, 2006, p. 211)
To examine neoliberalism’s ability to conceal its disparaging nature and the
importance of building resistant movements committed to widening existing cracks,
it is essential to understand the intellectual history that shaped the neoliberal
discourse.
2.5. A Sketch of the Intellectual History of Economics
To paint a vivid picture of neoliberalism’s aspirations, it is necessary to
understand the roots of the economic theories that are built on the premise of
profitability and human capital theory. This section, derived from Menashy (2011),
will quickly browse through the intellectual history of economics and clarify the
concepts that need to be understood about the history of neoliberalism. Menashy
(2011) leads the journey into the intellectual history of economics with an
exploration of classic economic traditions. In the 18th century, Adam Smith’s book,
An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of Wealth of Nations, offered an in-depth
look into the early industrial revolution’s model of economics. Smith’s endorsement
of the free market was accompanied by a vision of a society divided along class
lines. Smith (2005) argued that the establishment and maintenance of a lower class
responsible for manual labor was necessary. The division of labor, which Smith
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deemed necessary for the efficient production of materials, would only work if the
lower class devoted itself to the ideas instituted by the upper echelons of society.
In the 19th century, Karl Marx fiercely rejected the views of Adam Smith,
who later came to be referred to as the father of capitalism. Marx’s 1848 Communist
Manifesto offered a harsh criticism of capitalist economies and rejected any
economic theory that perpetuated the class divide in society and intensified the
exploitation of the labor force. Marx established that capitalism reproduces
inequality by paying workers less than the value of what they produce for profit. The
relegation of the human beings’ value to their productive potential and the eventual
commodification of individuals was a source of grave concern for Marx:
[Capital] has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked
self-interest, than callus “cash payment.” It has resolved personal worth into
exchange value, and in the place of the numberless indefensible chartered
freedoms, has set up that single unconscionable freedom—Free Trade. . . .
The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honored
and looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the
lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science into its paid wage laborers.
(Marx & Engels, 1952, p. 44)
The Classical era of economics became a general signifier for the economic
policies from the time of Adam Smith until Marx (Menashy, 2011). Marx (1847)
coined the term Classical and described it as an ‘economics close to the people’. This
era was followed by the neoclassical period in economics. Thorstein Veblen (1900)
was the first person to use the term neoclassical in Preconceptions of Economic
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Science. The departure of neoclassical economics from that of the classical was
mostly understood in the application of mathematical models, the use of marginal
productivity theory, and an emphasis on relative prices (Weintraub, 2010; Colander,
2000). The neoclassical period in economics is also associated with marginalism,
which utilizes differential calculus to study optimization and solve the issue of
‘paradox of values’ (Colander, 2000).
The next significant School of economics was founded on the momentum
created by British economist John Maynard Keynes (1936). Keynes disregarded the
distinctions between Classical and neoclassical economics and merged them into
what he called the Classicals. Keynesian economics, which succeeded the Great
Depression, advocated for a circular flow of money, increased government
expenditure, and lower taxes. Keynesian macroeconomic policies departed from its
capitalist predecessors by calling for a greater involvement on the part of the public
sector to stimulate economic growth. Keynesian economics, however, did not stand a
chance when members of the Chicago School of Economic rejected its core
principles and endorsed an economy based on monetarism. As a champion of the
anti-Keynesian economic theory, Milton Freidman ardently opposed government
regulation of markets and encouraged privatization. Friedman took economics back
to the pre-Keynesian era and was recognized as one of the powerful advocates of the
neoliberal doctrine (Friedman, 1962; Harvey, 2005).
The advent of the human capital theory in the 1960s helped Friedman’s cause
but derailed the path of education. While focusing on an individual’s economic
input, human capital theory maintained that anything that has the power to increase

34

the productivity of labor could be a contributing force to human capital.
Consequently, education was considered an investment in individual skills that made
learners more productive and subsequently led to greater economic output (Blundell
et al., 1999). In the past, economic strength depended on assets such as land, but for
modern economics to prosper, assets like education have become fundamental to
cultivating human capital and increasing the economic outputs of society (Becker,
1993). Meanwhile, modernization and human capital theory remained the primary
frameworks for economic development until the 1980s.
At that time, an even greater free-market-oriented view of economic
development gained ground, known today as neoliberalism. According to Harvey,
the restoration of class power, which took place throughout the 1980s, was the result
of four factors. The first of these factors involved a growing interest in more open
financialization followed by a wave of deregulation and privatization. The next
influential factor was the increasing geographical mobility of capital aided by
diminishing transportation and communications costs. To ensure the sustainability of
these policies, international monetary organizations like the IMF were “able to
cajole, and (thanks to structural adjustment programmes administered by the IMF)
coerce many developing countries to take the neoliberal road (Harvey, 2005, p. 75).
The final straw that sealed the stamp of approval for neoliberal policies, according to
Harvey, is as follows:
...the global diffusion of the new monetarist and neoliberal economic
orthodoxy exerted an even more powerful ideological influence. As early as
1982, Keynesian economics had been purged from the corridors of IMF and
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the Word Bank. By the end of the decade most economic departments in the
US research universities-and these helped train most of the world’s
economists-had fallen into line by broadly cleaving to the neoliberal agenda
that emphasized the control of inflation and sound public finance (rather than
full employment and social protections) as primary goals of economic policy.
(Harvey, 2005, p. 75)
This phase of economic development witnessed, “new modes of social and penal
policy-making, concerned specifically with the aggressive reregulation, disciplining,
and containment of those marginalized or dispossessed by the neoliberalism of the
1980s” (Derkson, 2009, p. 21). It was the ‘Washington Consensus’ that helped
cement the view that neoliberalism was the magic bullet that could solve the
financial problems of developing countries. The Washington, D.C. think tank, the
Institute for International Economics, was responsible for the proposed economic
reforms that consolidated the power of neoliberal ideologues. Despite an initial
success in rectifying financial crises in the early 1980s, unadulterated faith in the
policies promoted by market fundamentalism was shaken due to economic
meltdowns, particularly in countries that had fully committed to neoliberal principles
(Styhre, 2014).
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2.6. Understanding Neoliberalism through Foucault
This section begins with a critical examination of the concept of
neoliberalism as developed by French philosopher Michel Foucault. Linking
neoliberalism to biopower and individualism will follow in an effort to extend the
analysis of the neoliberal discourse. In this section, I explore the permeation of
neoliberal

values

into

educational

spheres.

In

an

effort

to

examine

instrumentalization in its relation to the broader neoliberal political agenda, I begin
by defining neoliberalism along the lines sketched by Foucault.
Foucault first addressed the issue of neoliberalism in a series of public
lectures at the College de France in Paris. Four years after the start of the lectures in
1971, Foucault delivered a series of talks entitled Society Must be Defended (2003)
and Security, Territory, Population (2007). In these lectures, Foucault redefined
concepts of power, self, and identity and proposed a framework to help examine the
complexities of neoliberal restructuring as a form of governance (Foucault, 2011a).
For Foucault, neoliberalism embraces “a ‘way of doing’ directed towards objectives
and regulating itself through continuous reﬂection” (Foucault, 2004, as cited in
Hilgers, 2010, p. 358). Foucault was adamant that identifying various mechanisms of
control employed at the State level was essential to supressing resistance.
Hilgers (2010) points to how neoliberal governmentality has been
categorized into two categories within the framework of the optimization
technology: The first type belongs to technologies of subjectivity that drive
individuals to optimize their individual choices through knowledge. In this context,
people are encouraged to understand the world in terms of competition and business
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rationale. The second group is comprised of technologies of subjection aimed at
regulating populations for optimal productivity. It is the union of these forms of
control and subjugation that breathes life into neoliberal governmentality. In this
process, ‘the self’ becomes the master of the universe and the mentality of survivalof-the-fittest re-emerges in social, political, and cultural contexts. The self is defined
and developed in a competitive milieu that has roots in the logic of the market.
Hence, every individual becomes the automatic ‘manager’ of the self and any
attempt by the State to utilize indirect techniques for leading and controlling
individuals is valued. Foucault’s attempt to describe a context where power relations
are intertwined leads the readers to assume that neoliberalism is interested in
restricting government techniques and morphing individuals into “responsible” and
“rational” subjects (Foucault, 2003). According to Foucault (2003), this ‘shifting’
takes place through the practice of biopower, which is applied, enforced, and
maintained in systematic ways to help manage entire populations and the lives of
human beings.
Alternatively, Zamora paints a drastically different picture of Foucault as
someone who envisioned neoliberalism as a discourse “that would not project its
anthropological models on the individual, that would offer individuals greater
autonomy vis-à-vis the state” (Zamora, 2014, n.p.). Zamora supports this argument
by pointing out that Foucault approved of Stoléru’s position that, “the market
economy is capable of assimilating actions to combat absolute poverty” while being
“incapable of digesting overly strong remedies against relative poverty” (as cited in
Zamora, 2014, n.p.). This is an attempt to depict Foucault as sympathetic to a ‘free-
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market-oriented fight against poverty’. The problem with this position is that despite
the fact that social problems get exposure in the world of politics, the need to address
the inherent structural conditions that lead to such inequality in the first place are no
longer at the centre of the fight for justice. Zamora (2014) argues that such a vision
has been a fundamental aspect of neoliberalism and despite Foucault’s attention to
the relations of power, the French philosopher inadvertently approved of some of the
more prominent neoliberal principles.
Steinmetz-Jenkins and Arnold (2015) believe the real issue in the case of
Foucault’s supposed sympathetic overtone to the neoliberal logic is rooted in a far
more serious set of problems. They assert that Foucault’s assumed affinity with
neoliberal conceptions is connected to the left’s decision to advocate for the
disenfranchised in society instead of the proletariat in the 1970s. Once the left
decided that class struggle was about defending the rights of the marginalized instead
of being a voice for the working class, it failed to achieve any meaningful
socioeconomic or political change. This was followed by the ideological ‘seduction’
of the elite and the ‘triumph’ of the neoliberal narrative (Steinmetz-Jenkins &
Arnold, 2015).
Foucault’s proclivity toward neoliberalism has also been attributed to “the
thinness of its anthropological claims” (Beherent, 2009, p. 567). Beherent maintains
that the tools required for the intellectual left to transition from ideology to
governmentality in Foucault’s view could be provided “only by reconciling itself
with neoliberalism” (Beherent, 2009, p. 567). Foucault’s affinity with some of the
neoliberal beliefs, however, did not prove that he was a proponent of its social vision
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and its inclination to conform the whole of society to the laws of the market. Perhaps
one of the things it does prove, according to Steinmetz-Jenkins and Arnold (2015), is
that Foucault miscalculated the degree to which neoliberalism would develop and
become a life-force of its own.
In view of the dominant understandings of neoliberalism, it is essential to
explore the historical economic conditions that gave rise to social and economic
inequalities. While democratic institutions place civic demands upon their citizens,
neoliberal ones also have expectations of individuals who adhere to their principles.
Foucault’s insights about biopower, individualization, and the self-oriented nature of
neoliberalism are central to the perspective that informs this study.
2.7. Neoliberalism and Biopower
In a series of public lectures at the College de France in Paris from 19781979, Foucault offered a guide regarding the utilization of biopower to help us
understand the multifaceted social and economic processes known as neoliberalism.
In these lectures, Foucault describes biopower as the discharge of diverse techniques
for subjugating bodies and controlling populations. Drawing on Foucault’s lectures,
Brown (2005) establishes that neoliberalism involves “extending and disseminating
market values to all institutions and social action” (p. 40). Foucault (1979) argues
that in the permeation of the economic into the social, individual behaviour and
social relations are deciphered using economic criteria. This incursion enables a
critical evaluation of governmental practices using market concepts: “a kind of
permanent economic tribunal” (Foucault, 1979, as cited in Lemke, 2001, p. 198).

40

In advancing the notion of biopower as the production and reproduction of
life itself, Foucault asserts that capitalist States use specific calculations in order to
exert control over their constituents. Biopower becomes the manifestation of power
over lives as it employs various techniques to secure, extend, and improve the
quality of life. Biopower takes two main forms that include the discipline of the body
and the regulation of population. The human body is attributed machine-like
qualities and regarded as a productive and economically valuable entity particularly
in military and educational settings. The regulation of population, on the other hand,
focuses on the reproductive potential of human beings at a larger scale and seeks to
control the masses on a statistical level (Foucault, 2008). Biopolitics, Foucault
believes, spells the eventual demise of the anatomo-politics of the human body and
allows for the emergence of a biopolitics that is more interested in the control of
human life as opposed to the body (Foucault, 2003, p. 243). As such, Foucault points
to the existence of two technologies of power, the first of which was established
toward the end of the eighteenth century while the second one came to life in the
twentieth century:
One technique is disciplinary; it centers on the body, produces
individualizing effects, and manipulates the body as a source of forces that
have to be rendered both useful and docile. And we also have a second
technology which is centered not upon the body but upon life: a technology
which brings together the mass effects characteristic of a population, which
tries to control the series of random events that can occur in a living mass, a
technology which tries to predict the probability of those events (by

41

modifying it, if necessary), or at least to compensate for their effects.
(Foucault, 2003, p. 249)
According to Bourassa (2011), under the guise of biological security,
biopower engages in subtle forms of eugenics and social engineering. This is while a
more deliberate form of eugenics that is discursively connected to the notion of
biopower is invading educational spaces in the name of instrumentalization. The
emergence of versatile forms of educating has led to the development of indirect
techniques for subordinating and controlling learners. Educators are no longer
expected to be responsible for the welfare of learners in the face of pressure to
establish control and adherence to standardizing educational practices. Consequently,
educational systems help engineer entire populations and are reconstructed to
manufacture the subjective conditions for capitalism. One of the more effective ways
for governments to stay in power is through surveillance, examination, and
assessments as witnessed in educational policies (Foucault, 2000). By constantly
observing and assessing learners, education promotes the sustenance of government
and power more than the development of critical and engaged citizens.
Lazzarato (2002) contends that Foucault uses a model of power that
resembles a ‘warlike clash of forces’ or ‘pitting force against force’ that goes beyond
powers of domination and resistance. Foucault also discusses the ‘government of
souls’, which he describes as an attempt to modify the subjects’ mode of being. Rose
(1990) takes Foucault’s position a step further and asserts that the permeation of
regulatory logic into our very ‘experience as subjects’ has individuals seeking
‘experts of the soul’ (p. 17) for guidance:

42

The government of the soul depends upon our recognition of ourselves as
ideally and potentially certain sorts of person, the unease generated by
normative judgment of what we are and could become, and the incitement
offered to overcome this discrepancy by following the advice of experts in
the management of the self. (Rose, 1990, p. 11)
The technologies used in the ‘government of the soul’ have forced individuals to
“monitor and evaluate mood, emotion and cognition according to a finer and more
continuous process of self scrutiny” (Rose, 2007, p. 223).
The manipulation of power relations, according to Foucault, is never free of
resistance; resistance that goes beyond negation and manifests itself in strategic
dynamics like that of a creative process:
Resistance was conceptualized only in terms of negation. Nevertheless, as
you see it, resistance is not solely a negation but a creative process. To create
and recreate, to transform the situation, to participate actively in the process,
that is to resist. (Foucault 1997a, p. 168)
Foucault’s belief in limitless possibilities for action and resistance is personified in
the ‘specific intellectual’ (Foucault, 1979). In Truth and power, Foucault (1979)
introduces us to the ‘universal’ and ‘specific’ intellectual. The universal intellectual
works in the modality of the ‘universal’, the ‘exemplary’, the ‘just-and-true-for-all’
as ‘master of truth and justice’ (Foucault 1979, p. 126). The specific intellectual, on
the other hand, combines theory and practice and engages in specific struggles while
taking on a ‘prophetic’ role of fighting for marginalized groups. The emerging
patterns are quite important, since it is within this site of intellectuality that some of
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the major battles over common sense take place (Paraskeva, 2004). Meanwhile,
Foucault views the disruption of power as “detaching the power of truth from the
forms of hegemony, social, economic, and cultural, within which it operates at the
present time” (Foucault, as cited in Rabinow, 1991, p. 75). Thrope (2012) believes
that Foucault possesses an activist mindset and recognizes resistance as not just
possibility but as inevitable and inherent in the dynamics of power relations.
2.8. Neoliberalism and Individualism
One of the assertions of neoliberalism is that social policy reform need not be
prioritized as individuals are solely responsible for their personal well-being (Brown,
2003). Bauman (2000) posits that in places where neoliberalism rules
“individualization is a fate, not a choice” (p. 34). In such systems, a moral compass
of success is advocated at an individual level and structural inequalities are relegated
to individual problems (Scharff, 2011). The emergence of an individual who is solely
interested in the self and is a “rational optimizer and the best judge of his/her own
interests and needs” (Olssen & Peters, 2005, p. 314) is the inevitable outcome of this
milieu. These individuals are ‘endlessly adaptable’ to different levels of change,
insecurity, and instability (Goddard, 2010). The neoliberal discourse’s increased
focus on individualism is rendered as synonymous with freedom, autonomy, and
agency. In this context, the individualized subjects of choice find themselves as the
sole arbiters and decision-makers enthused by either naturalized desires or rational
calculations (Davies & Bansel, 2007). According to Foucault (1977), as long as “the
individualized subject of choice understands itself as free, and the choices of
government are based on moral absolutes and on inevitabilities, the visibility of the
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workings of government is able to be significantly reduced” (p. 193). The excessive
control on individual rights in neoliberal settings is in contrast with the neoliberal
mantra that subjects are free and autonomous. If the idiosyncrasies that make
individuals unique are in effect designed for them and not by them, an issue that
remains unanswered is to what degree an individual is an instrument of power. In
such a complex setup, awareness of the forces that construct human identities
becomes a necessity.
The neoliberal State’s interest in individualism is partly reflected in its
ongoing effort to extend the individual’s autonomy and emphasize that individuals
are in complete control of their destiny. The issue that arises here is that for social
well-being to become dependent on individual choice and desire, it needs to be
manifested effectively in the competitive business model of progress. In this context,
neoliberalism strives to reproduce conditions that reinforce the homo economicus
model as “the interface of government and the individual” (Foucault, 2008, p. 253).
In view of this, economic principles are extended to domains previously considered
non-economic and the homo economicus can be sustained through various
mechanisms of control, be it social, economic, or political (Foucault, 2008). As the
individual citizen transitions into the homo economicus, there is a shift from overt
forms of control to more subtle means of domination infused with the individual’s
development of the entrepreneurial self as a rational, calculative, and instrumental
being (Webb et al., 2012). This transition serves as a catalyst for the neoliberal
theme of individualization, which stresses on the subject’s freedom, choice, and right
to govern the future. For the entrepreneurial individual, every failure is seen as a
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reflection on the abilities of the person to succeed as opposed to the structural
relations of power that have attributed to the failure.
Through a critical reading of neoliberalism as developed by Foucault, the
neoliberal State is purported to promote policies that seek social reconstruction in
support of capitalism. Espousing this analysis, Foucault determines that the State
takes on new roles and functions by utilizing more indirect techniques for leading
and controlling individuals without having to take responsibility for their social
security and stability. Foucault’s conceptualization helps us understand that
neoliberalism is less about the State losing its powers of regulation and control and
more about the restructuring of government techniques in an effort to urge ‘active
subjects to reproduce a particular ordered society’ (Smith, 2011, p. 34).
In its latest metamorphosis, neoliberal strategies of control are working
through the desires of well-intentioned social change agents. Rose (1996) defines
this new reach as “governing through community” (p. 331). While the State retreats
from its social obligations, there is a proliferation of new techniques to remake the
“imagined territory” (Rose, 1996, p. 331) of the social and citizen-subjects.
Neoliberalism’s attempt to redefine individuals as consumers (Giroux, 2005a) is
consistent with the Foucauldian notion of homo economicus: individuals who are
rational economic actors and are in a state of conscious calculation and recalculation
of the costs and benefits of all the choices they make (Lemke, 2001). The move
toward individual responsibilization and the ‘self as enterprise’ model leads
individuals to engage in activities that reinforce their own subjection (Barry et al.,
1996; Rose, 1996).
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Apple (2004) avers that the neoliberal discourse has saturated the human
consciousness to a point that it defines the individuals’ common sense assumptions
and becomes amalgamated with their fundamental perceptions of life. Brown (2005)
postulates that in the neoliberal discourse, education as a social good has been
redefined as a means for “extending and disseminating market values to all
institutions and social action” (p. 40). As such, educational spaces have not escaped
the damage wrought by neoliberalism. Mitchell (2004) raises concerns about how
educational priorities are increasingly fixating on individual pragmatism as well as
on developing the desired skills for economic accomplishments as opposed to
encouraging active citizenship and democratic engagement. This shift in values has
forced critical educators to look for alternatives to the neoliberal orthodoxy.
2.9. The Quest for Alternatives to Neoliberalism
The emergence of a culture of complacency has not silenced all social,
individual, and educational actors and movements. There are voices that seek to
disrupt the rationality that expresses the neoliberal vision of the free market. Coté et
al. (2007) propose the practice of ‘utopian pedagogy’ as an “ethos of
experimentation that is oriented toward carving spaces for resistance and
reconstruction” (p. 317) and offer non-hegemonic modes of intellectual and political
activity:
It is these practices which seek to propagate an awareness of the existence
and possibilities of the radical outside that we see as oriented to a utopian
pedagogy, a pedagogy that is itself, of course, contested and without
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guarantees. Creating alternative spaces of education and co-operation
inevitably involves dealing with the same structured behaviours that are in
evidence everywhere else. (Coté, Day, & de Peuter, 2007, p. 332)
The struggles against neoliberal hegemony have the potential to awaken the
utopian imagination. A Canadian example provided by Coté et al. (2007) involves a
Vancouver-based project entitled Critical U. The project is comprised of a
community-based school with no tuition-fees that operates independently of the State
education system. The school works to build a dialogic learning sphere by
challenging the neoliberal restricting of educational spaces and offers “multi-week
courses on topics from globalization to community gardening to media literacy”
(Coté et al., 2007, p. 331). In the spirit of resistance and to advance initiatives and
mobilizations against neoliberal policies, Harvey (2000) proposes a ‘bundle of
rights’ that includes ‘the right to life chances’, ‘to engage in critique without fear of
retaliation’, the right ‘to a decent and healthy living environment’, and to have
‘collective control of common property resources’ (p. 204). Davies (2005) argues
that for any form of awakening to translate into action against neoliberalism,
individuals must work on themselves at the level of rationality as well as desire:
Desire goes beyond rationality and, to a large extent, is part of the
mysterious, the poetic, the ineffable...In various humanist guises, desire has
been used as an indicator of who we “really” are, as signifying an essence
that is “natural” and personal, as independent of social influence. But desire
is spoken into existence; it is shaped through discursive and interactive
processes. (Davies, 2005, p. 13)
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To awaken a sense of critical consciousness, what is proposed is “a collective
network of resistance against neoliberalism, an intercontinental network of resistance
for humanity” (Khasnabish, 2008, p. 236). Here, Foucault’s insights into various
forms of self-governance that rely on the cultivation of the self suggest important
possibilities for learning how to make adjustments to our subjectivities. The
neoliberal endgame appears to endorse a discourse of survival (Brunila, 2014) that
presents itself as a natural choice. To ensure the continued existence of this
discourse, neoliberal ideologues have utilized various forms of capital including
social, human, and intellectual capital. In this vein, cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984)
has exhibited a greater degree of resistance and has enriched the space that critiques
neoliberal policies and exposes the hegemonic qualities that seek to produce and
reproduce structural inequalities in society (Fitzsimons, 2000). In this sense, cultural
capital is closely related to the Hegelian notion of Bildung that emphasizes the social
nature of the self and agency through self-conception and rational principles (Good,
2007).
To challenge neoliberal structures that fragment communities and resist the
various manifestations of the social individual, Foucault maintains that, “We have to
promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of individuality
which has been imposed on us (Foucault, 2000, p. 216). In this context, Foucault’s
insight into various forms of self-governance that relies on cultivation of the self
suggests important possibilities for learning how to make adjustments to our
subjectivities.
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CHAPTER 3 –THE DELEUZIAN DILLEMA
3.1. Deleuze and the Neoliberal Discourse: An Introduction
In thinking through the problematic proposed, I aim to disrupt the
impoverished and rigid views of neoliberalism. In this context, Deleuze offers us the
language to identify problematic assumptions and deconstruct complex issues. To
identify the language through which I will read Freire and Rumi, I explored some of
the more prominent works of Gilles Deleuze, a decisive figure in postmodern
philosophy, and examined how he tried to dismantle modern beliefs regarding a
number of concepts including identity and subjectivity. Deleuze championed the
notions of multiplicity and difference as he advanced the idea that reality is a state of
becoming as opposed to being. Deleuze’s views continue to be “fundamentally
linked to a logic - a logic of multiplicities” (Deleuze & Parnet, 1987, p. viii):
This unorthodox logic functions on the basis of the inclusion of the third, inbetween, category that Deleuze specifies as the symbolic conjunction “and”
(cf. coincidentia oppositorum). The static logical copula “is” gives way to the
dynamics of the relation “and”, which is not “subordinate to the verb to be”
and defies the logic of identity (“is”). If the dyad amounts to identity between
the two terms in a relation, the genuine triad is based on difference. (Deleuze
& Parnet, 1987, p. 57)
To comprehend Deleuze’s position, it is important to examine his
philosophical legacy on the inner workings of desire and its capabilities. Deleuze
asserts that desire flows from within an assemblage as he undermines the ‘desire-as-
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lack’ dynamics and attributes positive qualities to it (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).
While Deleuze acknowledges the existence of desire-as-lack, he moves beyond this
understanding of desire and proposes “a conception of positive desire which is both
real and productive, a creative affirmation of potential” (Massumi, 1992, p. 174).
While Lacan’s (1972) negative desire is in search of a climax, for Deleuze, desire
has a rhizomatic quality as it builds upon itself in an effort to create a plateau of
intensity.
The Freudian Oedipus complex is set against the backdrop of the nuclear
family and the relationship between mommy, daddy, and child. This Oedipal triangle
is the birthplace of desire since what is desired or lacking is the very thing that is
prohibited. According to Freud (1924), the child in this scenario will continue to
exhibit desires for what s/he has been forbidden from attaining. For instance, a boy
wants to have his mother and seek resemblances for her even in adulthood. A girl, on
the other hand, will desire replacing the mother by seeking love objects that resemble
the father. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) critique Freud’s notion of Oedipus as a
medium for disseminating desire and propose that desire which had traditionally
been seen as a ‘lack’ actually encompasses positive potentials; thus the idea of
positive desire is born. Hence, Deleuze and Guattari’s understanding of desire is
characterized by its productivity as opposed to lack:
We believe in desire as in the irrational of every form of rationality, and not
because it is a lack, a thirst, or an aspiration, but because it is the production
of desire: desire that produces—real desire, or the real in itself. (Deleuze &
Guattari, 1987, p. 379)
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The Deleuzian understanding of desire is one that is filled with movement
and change. It pulls individuals into a transformative space of constant becomings
through connections and separations and it is not reduced to Freudian Oedipal codes.
Deleuze encourages, ‘a desire lacking nothing, a flux that overcomes barriers and
codes, [and] a name that no longer designates any ego whatsoever’ (Deleuze &
Guattari, 2004, p. 142). Thus, we can invest our desires in social formation or
transformation and create expectations for future possibilities. While Foucault
considers the dynamics of power as primary in various discourses, Deleuze allocates
that agency to desire. As a consequence, “Foucault’s interest in pleasure and in the
self came increasingly to contrast with Deleuze’s even more anti-humanist focus on
desire” (Morss, 2000, p. 187).
In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze’s characterization of desire as production raises
concerns over how capitalism is able to rechannel and control desires and ambitions.
The process of streamlining desires and regulating them allows the neoliberal
establishment to channel and exploit energies and to incorporate desires into its
framework for social, cultural, and economic policies. Filion (2013) maintains that
the disenfranchisement of resistance movements in the neoliberal epoch has the
potential to lead to a creative destruction of resilience.
In the preface of Anti-Oedipus (2004), Foucault argues that the three
adversaries of the concepts introduced in the book include ‘bureaucrats of the
revolution’, ‘poor technicians of desire’, and ‘fascism’ (p. xiv). This research echoes
Foucault’s questions in the preface of Anti-Oedipus regarding the third adversary;
fascism. In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari point to the human desire to be
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inactive and ruled. The appeal of passivity over being active is what Foucault calls
“the fascism in us all, in our heads and in our everyday behavior, the fascism that
causes us to love power, to desire the very thing that dominates and exploit us" (p.
xiv). In lieu of this, the Foucauldian understanding of fascism can be detected within
a neoliberal paradigm that seeks ownership of various aspects of life.
How do we rid our speech, our acts, our hearts and our pleasures, of fascism?
How do we ferret out the fascism that is ingrained in our behaviour? Deleuze
and Guattari for their part, pursue the slightest traces of fascism in the
body… the tracking down of all varieties of fascism, from the enormous ones
that surround and crush us to the petty ones that constitute the bitterness of
our everyday lives. (Foucault, 2000, p. xiii)
Neoliberalism has the ability to operate as a “logical machine that presents itself as a
chain of constraints regulating the relations between economic agents” (Bourdieu
1998, para. 6). Understanding neoliberalism as a mechanistic assemblage creates a
space where it can be comprehended as more than an ideology:
a machinic perspective insists that neoliberalism, as with any other machine,
is forged not by relations between it and an existent form of social reality, but
by how it couples with, interrupts, and breaks open social realities to produce
relations between elements on a plane of struggle. (Middleton, 2011, p. 49)
It is my aim to use the language offered by Deleuze to explore the works of
Rumi and Freire in hopes of finding interruptions or breaks in the flows of
neoliberalism’s desiring production. The dynamic consistency offered by
neoliberalism can be disrupted through productive flows that unsettle the neoliberal
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attempt to reterritorialize various planes of becoming and channel “those becomingsthrough a series of conduits and flows toward the production of neoliberal subjects
that support its theoretical commitments and material consequences (Middleton,
2011, p. 50). Deleuze and Guattari (2004) maintain that capitalism’s ongoing
decoding of social codes is an effort to “unleash the flows of desire on [the] body as
a deterritorialized field” (p. 36). The unleashing of desires creates alternatives that
are otherwise restricted or controlled in neoliberal settings. What the neoliberal and
capitalist discourse has learned is that in order to curb unleashed desires in
unterritorialized spaces, it should “constantly tend to its limit, which it averts,
whenever challenged, by emitting new axioms” (Talpalaru, 2011, p. 14).
Deleuze’s ideas about nomadology and his interest in decentering and
deconstructing as manifested in his admiration of the nomadic discourse is in line
with the view that the neoliberal discourse venerates predictability while the nomad
thrives in the realm of unpredictability. Foucault points to the connection of desire to
reality and argues that the dynamism in desire has revolutionary potential. This
research is a journey into how the potentials inherent in desires morph into
possibilities for resistance in the context of educational instrumentalism.
3.2. Deleuze and the Nomadic Subject
Deleuze expands on the Nietzchean-inspired rhetoric of overcoming dualistic
frameworks, which juxtapose beings to becomings, subjects to objects, and nomadic
to sedentary. It is here that Deleuze and Guattari revive the nomadic subject who is
in a constant state of inbetweenness. The nomadic subject thrives in a space where
social codes are no longer able to control or channel desires. To the nomads,
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continuous movement is essential as they “enjoy both autonomy and a path of their
own, as every point is a relay and exists only as a relay (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p.
380). Nail (2012) argues that the figure of the nomad is singular in that “it lives and
resides in some specific location and yet belongs universally wherever it is and no
matter who it is” (p. 8).
The writings of the fourteenth century Muslim scholar and activist Ibn
Khaldun inspired Deleuze’s notion of the nomadic subject (Khaldun, 1969). Ibn
Khaldun extensively studied ethnic groups, social conflicts, and cycles of power in
the Middle East. Ibn Khaldun’s prominent book Muqaddimah (2005) is a prologue to
an ambitious work on universal history, particularly at a time of ‘intellectual
emptiness’ (Talibi, 1991). Ibn Khaldun pointed to a nomadic civilization that
exhibited qualities such as tribal solidarity, strong moral character, and self-reliance.
These nomads, according to Ibn Khaldun, possessed a strong sense of group
cohesion and social solidarity.
Ibn Khaldun believed in the power of social solidarity as displayed in
nomadic cultures. The establishment and eventual usurping of social and private
spaces was believed to have pushed social solidarity to the sidelines and allowed
different forms of solidarity to be formed. While the nomads rely on social solidarity
and avoid over-indulgence of any kind, the modern individual is encouraged to
indulge in luxury, which consequently can weaken the explosive potential of
solidarity. Those in power use this gradual loosening of social solidarity to not only
strengthen their authority but also eliminate the possibility for alternative ways of
becoming.
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According to Deleuze and Guattari (1987), the nomadic origin of the concept
of solidarity is rooted in Ibn Khaldun’s concept of Asabiyyah as the primary catalyst
behind all collective, ‘civilizing’ social activity. Asabiyyah has also been translated
as ‘group feeling’, ‘espirit de corps’, ‘tribal spirit or solidarity, ‘social cohesion’, and
‘collective consciousness’ (Gellner, 1975; Ahmed, 2013). Ibn Khaldun’s analysis of
social dynamics throughout history led him to conclude that the most primary kind
of social belonging is mobile and nomadic as opposed to sedentary (State) or
genealogical. Hence, Asabiyyah is depicted as a simultaneously shared human bond,
an impetus for conscientious action, and a mobilizing force (Garrison, 2012). In
essence, the nomads are in a state of constant motion and restlessness in the context
of Asabiyyah (Ibn Khaldun, 1969, p. 107). Ibn Khaldun argues that the creation of
the State was a natural outcome of Asabiyyah aimed at binding the individual to a
social group and exhibiting a kind of solidarity that propels individuals to trust and
support one another (Russell, 2014). It is this very sense of social solidarity that is
targeted by the neoliberal logic through an overemphasis on the individual as the
entrepreneur of her or his own destiny.
Ibn Khaldun is of the belief that it is compulsory to understand human history
in terms of the tensions that exist between sedentary and nomadic life (Gellner,
1983). The nomadic life was accordingly understood based on two axes of
belonging: the group and relations of solidarity. The unity of these axes increased the
nomad’s ability to take collective action with others. A distinguishing feature of the
nomadic way of being involves resistance to assimilation, which according to
Braidotti (1994), is part of the ‘nomadic consciousness’ (p. 25). The nomadic
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consciousness encompasses a flowing quality that resists sedentary ways of being
and permanent identities. Ibn Khaldun argues that the nomadic lifestyle is in a
constant position of strength because it is continually in motion. Once that motion
ceases to exist, the group ‘loses its telos, becomes sedentary, and slowly but steadily
begins to decay (Ibn Khaldun, 1969, p. 138).
Deleuze’s emphasis on the non-static nature of nomadism is evident in his
statement that the nomadic way of being provides a counter-concept and resistance
to the sedentary nature of the State. Nomadic thought is distinct because it chooses
the open horizon of the plains with its potential for movement. In a perpetual state of
decentring, the nomad is always prepared to take flight and resist power as a way of
being. The nomad is hostile to settled patterns of thought and exclusionary visions of
subjectivity. This allows the nomad to sustain a constant state of creative energy
where ‘to think is to voyage’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 482). According to
Deleuze and Guattari (1987), the nomad is in a permanent state of ongoingness
without a destination in sight. The transformative nature of the nomadic life is a
never-ending process of becoming and Braidotti (2006a) captures the idea of such
nomadic becomings in difference:
Nomadic becomings are rather the affirmation of the unalterably positive
structure of difference, meant as a multiple and complex process of
transformation, a flux of multiple becomings, the play of complexity, or the
principle of not-One. (Braidotti, 2006a, p. 145)
The flux of multiple becomings as exhibited by the nomad is a form of resistance
that makes it difficult for the State to capture, control, and channel. As stated by
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Fisher (n.d.), the days of staticity are over and anything that does not experience
limitless transformation could steadily cease to exist. Thriving in a dynamic space
that fosters infinite possibilities for transformation can empower individuals to coconstruct strategic forms of resistance. The nomadic thought values motion over
fixation, and the nomad occupies “space without counting it" as opposed to
"counting space in order to occupy it" (Holland, 2013). The nomadic thought
experiences “a continuous flux and the disruption of flux” (Deleuze, 1999, p. 146).
This is where the nomadic war machine emerges as the immanently organized
machinic assemblage that is not tied to the State apparatus and operates consistent
with internal logic.
3.3. The State Apparatus and the Nomadic War Machine
The nomadic war machines are social organizations that counter state
orthodoxy and resist control from all directions while becoming sources of leakage.
Deleuze believes that society is in a constant stake of ‘leaking’ but it is ‘the manner
in which it deals with its leaks’ (Rajchman, 2000, p. 12) that defines where its
allegiances reside. The nomadic way of life is defined by a system that is decentred
and rhizomatic. The lines of flight shaped by the nomad “never consist in running
away from the world but rather in causing runoffs…there is nothing imaginary,
nothing symbolic, about a line of flight” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 204). It can
be understood that the line of flight is established to redefine and re-establish
existing orders of knowledge. War machines, as disruptors, can engender antisystemic movements or resistance in part due to their adaptability and shifting
patterns of behaviour (Deuchars, 2011). The nomads’ resistance can transcend the
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State and encourage the acceptance of a different mode of becoming that will “seek a
kind of war machine that will not re-create a State apparatus, a nomadic unit related
to the outside that will not revive an internal despotic unity” (Deleuze, 1999, p. 149).
It can thus be claimed that all social establishments, including educational
institutions, are unable to control all dynamics and capture all flows in order to
coordinate social relations. It is for these reasons and more that every point of
‘leakage’ or possibility of escape can be deemed as a potential threat to the existence
of the capitalist axiomatic and is in danger of being captured (Deleuze & Guattari,
1987, p. 509). Deleuze’s deification of the nomadic war machine with its features of
unexpectedness and ability to conquer without being noticed, leads to the production
of revolutionary flows.
The nomadic war machine is similar to guerrilla warfare’s revolutionary and
decentralized potential that focuses on those that have been ‘dismissed’ by the
propagandistic histories of the sedentary State. Accordingly, the nomadic war
machine is a counter-force that unsettles and challenges the State with its ability to
function without a commanding centre. In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze (1987)
emphasizes the position that the nomadic war machine is not invented by the State
apparatus and derives its vitality from ‘without’ and emerges “like fate, without
reason, consideration, or pretext” (p. 353). Deleuze and Guattari (1987) point to how
the nomadic war machine disrupts the control of the State and its apparatus of
capture, which works unremittingly to transform and alter movements:
It is a vital concern of every state not only to vanquish nomadism, but to
control migrations, more generally, to establish a zone of right over an entire
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‘exterior’, over all the flows traversing the ecumenon. If it can help it, the
state does not dissociate itself from the process of capture of flows of all
kinds, populations, commodities, money, capital […] the state never ceases to
decompose, recompose and transform movement, or to regulate speed.
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 59)
The nomad’s passion for deterritorialization shines through as s/he tries to escape the
codes set by the State and adopt a line of flight similar to ‘a point of leakage’ that not
only compromises the control of the State but manages to avoid its apparatus of
capture (Bogue, 1989, p. 110). A defining feature of a nomadic war machine in a
constant state of flux is its refusal to be pinned down, even if it is not heading
anywhere.
3.4. Deleuze’s Notion of Body-without-Organs
It’s nice…to reach, not the point where one no longer says
I, but the point where it is no longer of any importance
whether one says I. We are no longer ourselves. Each will
know his own. We have been aided, inspired, multiplied.
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 3)

‘How could the masses be made to desire their own repression?’ This is a
question that shapes Deleuze and Guattari’s attempt to deconstruct the evasive
desire-machines. The search for the deterritorialized flows of desire that have
otherwise been anaesthetized is an important one. In search of these flows, lines of
escape are formed as desires aim for the ego and the fascist qualities in individuals.
What remains is a ‘journey through ego-loss’ where the ego is dismantled as it urges,
“mankind to strip itself of all anthropomorphic and anthropological armoring, all
myth and tragedy, and all existentialism, in order to perceive what is nonhuman in
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man, his will and his forces, his transformations and mutations” (Deleuze &
Guattari, 2004, p. xx). Resistance to ‘a journey through ego-loss’ can fuel the human
drive for control and embolden forces that colonize the self and teach individuals to
desire their own repression.
Deleuze’s question regarding what teaches us to desire our own repression is
a crucial one for educators to ask. The process of anesthetization and neutralization
that has appropriated authentic educational experiences is the Oedipalization of the
individual that Deleuze warns us about. It is through these processes that the ‘fascist’
stays alive and is even desired by the individual. Deleuze takes on the difficult task
of deconstructing the ‘fascist’ quality in human beings by endeavoring to “destroy
the oedipalized and neuroticized individual dependencies through the forging of a
collective subjectivity, a nonfascist subject—anti-Oedipus” (Deleuze & Guattari,
2004, p. xxv). It is this struggle that leads Deleuze to revive the notion of bodywithout-organs.
Deleuze’s body-without-organs rejects the desiring machines and is in a
constant state of conflict with a machine whose sole function is to capture and
control it. The attempts of the desiring machine to infiltrate the body-without-organs
are a futile one due to it being seen as a ‘persecution apparatus’. This gives the bodywithout-organs an almost mystic quality but Deleuze is adamant that such
experiences are in fact the process whereby “each faculty rises to the level of its
transcendent exercise [and] to give birth to that second power which grasps that
which can only be sensed” (Deleuze 1994, p. 165). According to Holland (2002),
Deleuze and Guattari ask ‘how the body is organ-ized and how it might be actively
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dis-organ-ized so as to enable other forms of organ-ization – or no fixed organization
at all’ (p. 28).
This does not entail that we somehow adopt or engender that state of
‘disordered and fragmented selfhood’ that is said to characterize clinical
schizophrenia, but that we ‘struggle’ for a subjectivity ‘beneath’ the notion of
a fixed identity; a struggle for subjectivity understood as an ‘emergent
property’ of the passive synthesis of time, and therefore as a ‘continuous
multiplicity’; a struggle that ultimately asserts ‘the right to difference,
variation and metamorphosis’. (Deleuze, 2004, p. 106)
Striving toward multiplicity enables the desiring machines to work as
systems of interruptions or breaks that disrupt the perception of a fixed identity. It is
in this context that the body-without-organs does not come to represent an entity
stripped and emptied of organs or its constituting elements but one that goes beyond
lacking. In fact, the body-without-organs is resisting the hierarchical nature of its
being. For Deleuze, the liberation from a systematic hierarchy is the defining feature
of a body-without-organs. It is this very ability that ultimately allows this being to
resist dissolving into a productive machine and morph into an entity with freely
flowing desires.
This experience is the personification of the disruption of the territorialization
and codification of organs from unchallengeable structures that subjugate the flows
of desire, people, and societies. The rhizomatic capabilities of the body-withoutorgans are the very thing that gives it its disruptive nature: Hence, “the full bodywithout-organs

is

the

unproductive,
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the

sterile,

the

unengendered,

the

unconsumable... Above all, it is not a projection; it has nothing whatsoever to do
with the body itself, or with an image of the body. It is the body without an image”
(Deleuze, 2004, p. 8).
The emergence of a nomadic thought as a form of resistance that operates
outside strata can be considered as the direct consequence of the neoliberal
discourse’s commitment to appropriating the potential in different educational
practices. In this process, the themes that emerge are treated to a creative unfolding
that exhibit multidirectional growth and asymmetrical branching. These themes
disrupt the spontaneous force of the body-without-organs as it becomes appropriated
by the State apparatus. To counter this appropriation, the self needs to be in a
constant state of flux and becoming. This is a space that breeds limitless possibilities
for connection and defies the traditional hierarchical structure of organization and
binarization.
Drawing on the works of Rumi and Freire, I engage in an intellectual
scaffolding that enables me to open multiple ‘leakages’ and points of entry into a
non-linear space of change and becoming. Freire and Rumi can contribute to the
scholarship on neoliberal restructuring of social and moral codes. In this context,
various discursive structures are reinvented in line with the actualization of all the
potentials in nomadic ways of being. I adopt Deleuze’s language on nomadism and
reread it in the space afforded by Freire and Rumi in order to reach ‘(im)plausible
readings and interpretations’ (Semetsky, 2008, p. xv) that are dynamic, engaging,
and constructed in interaction among these texts. I focus on how Deleuze’s position
liberates the status quo from common sense and encourages a state of inbetweenness

63

that unveils possibilities of resistance to dominant structures. As part of this
constructive dialogue, I investigate the nomadic qualities of alternative discourses
and their potential to advocate a space where common sense assumptions are
challenged, recodified, and restructured.

Chapter Four –Sufism and the Rumi Effect
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4.1. Introduction to Rumi’s Sufi Roots
Sever the chains of the ego. Set yourself free and
witness the bright essence of your inner being.
Discover within your heart the wisdom of a prophet
without books, without teachers, and without
prudence.
—Rumi

Looking at Rumi through the lens of Deleuze requires pushing the Deleuzian
language in a productive direction. This dissertation is an embodiment of Deleuzian
thought in action, as I stay true to the French philosopher’s ethical commitments and
embrace features of his philosophy that reflect my vision. In the spirit of Deleuze's
orientations toward nomadism and becoming, I work with aspects of his views that
are productive for this project. Accordingly, I adopt the Deleuzian linguistic
framework and aim to posit exciting ways forward as a spiritual activist scholar. In
this context, understanding the Sufi path that shaped Rumi’s thought is essential.
Rumi’s Sufi-based philosophical dispositions provide a potential point of contact
between Sufi practices and the Deleuzian poststructuralist position on nomadism.
Before delving into Rumi’ writings, it is important to understand how Sufism ties
into the visions of this dissertation.
Sufism, as the mystical core of Islam, focuses on spiritual development and
self-realization as well as acknowledging all the impediments to the awakening of
one’s consciousness. As an existential foundation of Sufi practices, the self is viewed
as a multidimensional and flowing entity. The directionless in nomadic wandering
resonates with the Sufi notion of flowing like a river (Chapline, 2011). When Rumi
states that, ‘Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I’ll
meet you there’, it is a call to distance oneself from inflexible ways of thinking and
being. Such mentality inspires a deterritorialization of the mind that moves beyond
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dominant hegemonic thought as it taps into the individuals’ raw capacity to reach
their creative potential. Rumi continues that in this extraordinary field, “when the
soul lies down in that grass, the world is too full to talk about. Ideas, language, even
the phrase ‘each other’ doesn't make any sense” (Rumi, 1995). Additionally,
Deleuze’s rhizomatic thinking is palpable in Rumi’s emphasis on the annihilation of
our current beings and transmuting into a being that is neither fixed nor permanent.
This act of becoming is not a journey into death, but a new beginning that nurtures
possibilities for an infinite existence. The nomadic element in Rumi’s works is
revisited in his writings particularly in the six-volume masterpiece, the Mathnawi.
The nomadic potential, according to Deleuze (1987), has the power to incite
revolutions once released and for Rumi it is the emphasis on the revolution within
the self that makes his work distinct.
In his seminal work, Deleuze explores two formations of power namely State
societies and nomads. Jalāl ad-Dīn Muhammad Rumi, a 13th century Muslim scholar,
expressed an acentric nomadic element in his writings essentially because the core
meanings derived from Islam are not State-centered (Dokhanchi, 2015). By
embracing love in all its complexities, Sufis like Rumi acknowledge the notion of
unity-in-diversity and discourage any form of ‘othering’ (Anjum, 2013). Ethicsbased rulings and edifices (tarighat) are central to the Islamic culture and Rumi
mastered the art of reproducing ethical codes and values.
Rumi started out as a traditional religious scholar (faghih) who became an
expert in the study of the codes of society. But it was his transition to erfan
(spirituality) that shifted his focus to the study of ethics and values. In this context,
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the promotion of values like ehsan (kindness/giving), enfagh (charity), amre be
maroof va nahy az monkar (acknowledging virtues and resisting untruths) are valued
and encouraged. Rumi’s work is based on the exploration of personal ethics, the
centre of which is jahad-e-nafs (struggle with the self). Rumi’s work extends beyond
Deleuze’s nomadic war machine and enters a space where the target of the war
machine transitions from the State to the self.
Similarly, the Deleuzian concept of body-without-organs is comparable to the
notion of fana (annihilation/inexistence) in Rumi’s writings. Both fana and bodywithout-organs iterate spaces where a person is no longer objectified by the State or
worldly desires. Fana, which signifies death of the false self, is manifest in Rumi’s
portrayal of love. Deleuze recommends turning desire into a productive force and
channelling it into something effective. Rumi, meanwhile, explores how the manniat
that exists in human thought has led to an obsession with untruths. In the context of
Rumi’s writings, manniat is the separation of the individual from society and the
process of becoming increasingly less empathetic toward others. According to
Mohammad (2012), in the third volume of the Mathnawi, manniat is described as the
root of everything that is evil in the world. Rumi believes that in attacking manniat
through an epic struggle with the false self, humanity will have a chance of ridding
itself of moral and ethical vices. In the struggle against the self, judging others is
identified as an untruth that creates unnecessary binaries. Rumi problematizes the
notion of judgment in his writings and encourages his readers to avoid diluted spaces
where they will be enveloped in a dense web of untruths. While Rumi’s philosophy
focuses on blurring the lines between binaries, the manniat that exists in us keep
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these binaries in perpetual tension. Sufism focuses on the enlightenment of the inner
being and sheds light on the manniat that prevents us from becoming more fully
human.
In this section, Deleuze’s language on nomadism is situated against the
backdrop of the intellectual tradition of Rumi’s views within the Sufi tradition. I
position my understanding of Sufism as a philosophy that is in a constant state of
flux as it works to release certain nomadic qualities in pursuit of Insan-e-Kamil or
the ‘perfect human being’: A ‘perfect human being’ who will never reach the stage
of perfection and thus must constantly be in a state of movement and becoming.
4.2. Let the Sufis Dance
The path of spiritual enlightenment as experienced by Sufis emphasizes the
purification of the heart and has been aptly called the religion of the heart. Sufism in
principle seeks to purge the soul of its baser or fascist elements by waging war
against them. Sufism seeks to trace the movements of the soul to identify elements
that are self-serving and destructive (Ahmed, 2008). While the word Sufi has been
linked to the Greek term Sophia meaning wisdom, its Arabic roots are important to
consider as well. There are some who believe that Sufi has a home in the Arabic
word Safa meaning sincerity and purity because those who adhere to Sufi traditions
work to purify the heart (Valiuddin, 1977). The word Sufi has also been associated
with the Arabic term suf meaning wool as well. It is believed that followers of
Sufism drew on the model of sincere worshippers who wore coarse woolen clothes
in early Islamic history. The tendency to dress in such fashion was attributed to a
desire to not only resist but also show disdain toward the wealth and power that had
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corrupted Muslim rulers (Waugh, 2005). As a master Sufi, Rumi acknowledged the
various roots of Sufism, but it is the esoteric understanding of Sufism found in safa
that resonated most with him. Rumi uses the word Sufi 123 times throughout the
Mathnawi (Zahra, 2014).
The Sufi’s journey toward being an Insan-e-Kamil is one that is accompanied
with a desire to experience a complete awakening of the consciousness (Ahmed,
2008). The central premise of Sufism is to reach higher levels of self-awareness by
emphasizing the inner dimensions of a person’s being. In search of true knowledge,
Sufis resist carnal desires and avoid overindulgence in pleasures that feed the fascist
qualities in the self. Underhill (2002) points to the dominance of journey, alchemy,
and love in Sufi traditions. The individual who walks this path embarks on an
interior journey that is initiated by wandering (sulúk). It is in this journey that the
soul experiences a transformation; one that Schimmel (1993) refers to as Alchemy.
While the followers of Sufism practiced a vast array of mystical and spiritual
awareness, the Sufi tradition underwent an institutionalization that helped shape its
past and contribute to its present. Renard asserts that, “the institutionalization of
Sufism may have occurred “definitively” when groups that had existed more or less
informally since the eighth century became large enough to require a space bigger
than a home, and exclusive enough to require a space more private than a mosque”
(as cited in Ahmad, 2011). The Sufis embarked on a continuous journey and used
khanqahs, a Persian word literally meaning a house or an abode of Sufis, as their
base. The need for better organization in lieu of a growing interest in Sufism turned
these khanqahs into spaces for living and teaching Sufi practices. Before long, the
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khanqahs had become activist safe houses and as such functioned as centres for
social and political activity (Ahmad, 2011). Helping the less privileged in society
was among a myriad of activities adopted by the Sufis residing in the khanqah. In
this context, Sufism found itself manifested as a form of social movement: a
movement that brought social and political activism into an otherwise strictly
spiritual space.
4.3. The Story of Rumi
A brief foray into the history of Sufism and its transformations throughout
the last millennium is not complete without understanding the great Sufi master,
Rumi. Before identifying assumptions and implications of Rumi’s philosophies, it is
imperative to understand the man whose life and works from nearly 800 years ago
continues to have an impact today. The Persian philosopher poet Molana, known in
the West as Rumi, is best known for his vast collection of mystical tales rendered in
couplet form. Rumi’s book the Mathnawi has been referred to as the greatest
spiritual masterpiece ever written (Khān, 2002). Some of the greatest minds of the
time trained Rumi and helped shape his worldview. Despite his vast knowledge of
Sufism, it was Rumi’s chance encounter with Shams Tabrizi or the ‘Sun of Tabriz’
that transformed him as they embraked on a journey of self-discovery and mystical
love. Rumi was a well-respected religious scholar of his time but if he never met
Shams, it is very unlikely that his name would have remained in history (Zarrinkoub,
1998).
It was on the last day of November 1244 when Shams first encountered Rumi
in the streets of Konya, in Turkey. The encounter was so powerful that the two
70

mystics secluded themselves from the rest of the world to share divine mysteries.
The unorthodox relationship led to increasing jealousy on the part of Rumi’s fervent
students and some family members who eventually forced Shams to leave just two
years after coming to Konya. Shams’ departure devastated Rumi and he sent his
eldest son to find his beloved teacher and bring him back. Rumi’s son succeeded in
finding Shams and bringing him back but alas, his return would not be permanent.
This is the conversation that is believed to have transpired between the two mystics
upon finding one another:
“Why did you leave me?” asked Rumi.
Shams looked at his friend and said, “why didn’t you hear my silent cries and follow
me?”
The great scholar answered, “I was so despondent, and I am still very angry at
you!”
“I laid down my carpet and waited, but your footsteps were ghosts!”
“Do you realize what you put me through?” Rumi said.
Shams said “Do you realize, beloved, what you asked me to do?”
Rumi cried “I asked you nothing!”
Shams replied, “You asked me in the world without words to help you change your
life, and so I did! Forget your sorrow, Rumi. I am home to stay.”
For another three years, Rumi and Shams explored their mystical friendship before
Shams disappeared forever one night in 1247. Rumi had become increasingly
mesmerized with Shams and the creative energy that was borne through this
companionship brought immense feelings of resentment and jealously from some of
the most important people in Rumi’s life including his students and some family
members. These feelings eventually added to Shams’ growing disillusionment with
his commitment to core Sufi traditions and possibly led to his departure from Rumi
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for good. The circumstances surrounding Shams’ disappearance are, however, hazy
which only made his final departure from Rumi’s life all the more unbearable. Rumi
was inconsolable but the anguish he experienced at the loss of Shams eventually
translated into an outpouring of tens of thousands of lyrics including odes, eulogies,
and quatrains. The experience led Rumi to declare that Shams’ essence speaks
through him and it took Rumi the rest of his life to express the love and mysteries he
shared with Shams. Rumi, who died at the age of 67 in the year 1273, left a legacy of
spiritual wealth for the seekers of inner knowledge as manifested in his written
masterpiece the Mathnawi.
4.3.1. The Mathnawi
Rumi’s journey with Shams which was “an extremely passionate, intense,
and fiery experience” (Tasbihi, 2007 p. 11) came to an abrupt end when the two
were separated. But the journey that led Rumi to new depths of inner knowledge and
wisdom began only after their union ended. To channel Rumi’s despair into a
productive energy, some of his long-time companions “inspired Rumi to commit to
paper his thoughts, ideas, teachings, in short, his whole wisdom, for the benefit of his
disciples” (Schimmel, 1993, p. 33). The requests finally paid off as Rumi began to
recite the great Persian magnum opus, the Mathnawi. The book, which has been
translated as Rhyming Couplets of Profound Spiritual Meaning, is comprised of
25,000 verses. Rumi also produced other written masterpieces, including a 40,000verse book named after his beloved Shams. In this dissertation, I have focused
exclusively on the Mathnawi, which is comprised of six volumes of poetry in
didactic style. The Mathnawi delves into the inward dimensions of spiritual life and
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offers lessons that I believe have the ability to unleash the nomadic potential in
human beings.
Book I of the Mathnawi starts with the Song of the Reed, which is a tale of
separation, union, and love and all that exists in between. Below, I have selected two
different sections of the poem to give readers a taste of Rumi’s storytelling
techniques and masterful alliteration.
Listen to how this reed is wailing;
About separations it's complaining:
From reedbed since parted was I,
Men, women, have cried from my cry.
Only a heart, torn-torn, longing
Can hear my tales of belonging.
Whosoever lost her/his essence,
For reuniting seeks lessons.
…
Love always seeks ways to spread the light.
Why, then, does your mirror reflect a night?
Your mirror bears no tales--you'd like to know?
'Cause your rust keeps away all lights' glow. (M I, 1-4, 33-34)
This poem has been interpreted as the longing of the human soul to return to its
origin. It is the journey of the soul as it becomes purified and sanctified and
eventually finds its way “back home to its heavenly abode” (Lewis, 2014, p. 8).
Rumi's writing is known for its "dynamic and polyphonic" quality and stories are
told in different voices, at times overlapping one another. Within such discursive
spaces, Rumi offers a hybrid and multilayered construct that is continually mediated
in line with the changes experienced within and surrounding the self. In Rumi’s
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writings identity is constructed and negotiated through multiple codes and layers as
the boundaries of language become blurred. In this context, the focus of Rumi’s
poems move into a space of narrative constructs that cherish polyphonic and often
fragmented nature of the interplay between individuals and the complexities of
shaping and reshaping identities. Professor Alan Williams masterfully captures the
various voices in Rumi’s stories:
There is the narrator who speaks in the past tense, there are the dialogues in
the present tense, there is the voice of moral reflection, and the voice that
interrupts the story to offer an analogy or another story within the story, there
is the spiritual voice, most of the time following the moral reflection. (as
cited in Maufroy, n.d.)
Although Rumi’s penchant for humanism is in clear contrast with Deleuzian
anti-humanism, it should be pointed out that the version of humanism Rumi
embraces is not one born of Western liberalism. Humanism in the Sufi tradition is an
unattainable goal and an individual in search of this form of humanism is in a
perpetual state of motion and movement. Individuals can never reach such a state,
considering that it is relative, plural, diverse, and inaccessible. While for the
poststructuralist this might indicate the lack of space that breeds creativity, Marks
(2010) maintains that it in fact “allows a great deal of play to the individual—
distracted, contemplative, imaginative, mystical—and thus it does create space for
pure difference” (Marks, 2010, p. 11). According to Marks,
for Islamic mysticism, awareness of the nonexistent side of every existent
thing stimulates fana’, the mystical obliteration of the difference between
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things and God, I and thou. This idea finds a parallel in Deleuze’s argument,
following Bergson, that the more that perception becomes dissociated from
our immediate needs, the further it opens onto the universe of images and
opens us to the flow of time. The two processes, one mystical, one
epistemological, are strikingly similar. (Marks, 2010, p. 17)
Although Rumi aims for a mystical end, it is one that is never achieved which in turn
inspires an endless intellectual and spiritual struggle.
4.4. Let the Stories Begin
Don't be satisfied with stories, how things have
gone with others. Unfold your own myth.
—Rumi

Prominent philosophers from Socrates to Plato to Rumi have used stories,
parables, and metaphors to encourage personal and social change. Storytelling has
been depicted as a universal way for people to deal with knowledge that nurtures
negotiation, resistance, and change (Senehi, 2009). According to Egan (1997),
stories are the only form of language that can be used to explore human emotions.
Stories are “rich sources of wisdom, imagination, creativity, and comfort” (Egan,
1997, p. 343). Storytelling has the potential to distance learners from individualism
by nurturing a sense of belonging to a community and counters the individualistic
metanarrative prevalent in contemporary educational practices. It is imperative that
educators tell stories of individuals or movements that have created lines of flight in
lieu of oppressive forces. Storytelling functions as the foundation of a just society by
sharing values and expectations for learners to deal with the yet unimagined life
(Farmer, 2004).
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Rumi, the storyteller, revealed his passion for stories when he was asked by a
young disciple to speak about his beloved Shams. Rumi found himself incapable of
speaking about the person who had transformed his whole being and said, “this Sun
is so radiant that its secrets can be only told in metaphors, stories, [and] parables”
(Schimmel, 1993, p. 47). A tale for Rumi, however simple or complex, had at least
one goal in mind: transformation. Those fascinated with Rumi’s stories are likely to
experience a change in their being along with a reawakening in the way they view
the world. Despite a lack of sustained narration, Rumi’s engaging storytelling style
captures his transformative experiences. According to Rumi, once you have seen the
sun in its brightness, albeit for a moment, you have been “transformed by its rays,
[you] must invent colourful images, like stained glass pieces, to show the world how
marvellous the Sun is” (Schimmel, 1993, p. 47). Rumi’s stories have been carefully
crafted with spiritual wisdom intent on exploring a higher knowledge that moves
beyond the intellect.
Inspired by Rumi’s stories, contemporary educators can construct pedagogies
around storytelling that embolden learners to investigate the connexions and
dynamics that shape their realities. Through storytelling, critical pedagogues can
help learners reimagine how they position themselves in relation to challenging
discourses. Storytelling can also raise the learners’ awareness of social injustices and
play a counter hegemonic role by engendering “a longing for what is not and an
envisioning of what is absent in our schools, in our teaching, and in our learning”
(Liston & Garrison, 2004, p. 71). According to Greene (2003), the act of imagining
strengthens the ability to achieve social justice by recognizing the relationship
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between creative imagination and social change. In lieu of this mentality, the belief
that narratives reveal the self (Diamond, 1991, p. 91; Howard, 1991) can also mean
that identities can change with stories. In this context, Greene (1993) proclaims that
in an effort to empathize with other human beings, learners should be encouraged to
merge critical thinking and creative imagination.
The desire to move beyond the neoliberal disconnect, has propelled educators
to highlight the counter hegemonic role of storytelling in cultivating imagination and
fostering wisdom (Dale, 2004). Byron (2011) points to how “stories serve as
ideology critique in the greater context of loving praxis” (p. 106). The centrality of
imagination in the Sufi culture has made storytelling a privileged form of
explanation (Varul, 2013) and increased its influence in educational contexts.
According to D'Souza (2014), stories offer analogies and metaphors that serve to
unearth layers of meaning and overcome dualities in ways that motivate individuals
to act. Rumi (1995) asserts that a story has the ability to illuminate the truth, and can
help people transcend the difficult barrier between intellect and intuition, which is
necessary for the transition from knowledge to action to occur. Although
neoliberalism is not bereft of narratives, its dismissal of critical stories has become a
defining feature of its discourse.
Seekers of higher knowledge in Rumi’s writings also undergo a
metamorphosis by freeing themselves of any form of belonging that bounds them
instead of setting them free (Soroush, 2011). In this kind of metamorphosis, there is
an infinite recycling of meaning that allows individuals to move toward
completeness. Rumi’s poetry avoids orthodoxy and indoctrination as he promotes a
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pluralistic culture of endless movement and unrest. In an interview with National
Public Radio, Rumi scholar Coleman Barks alluded to the nomadic quality of
Rumi’s teaching:
Rumi keeps breaking the mosque and the minaret and the school…when
those are torn down, then dervishes can begin their community. So he wants
us all to break out of our conditioning, be it national, or be it religious or be it
gender based. (Barks, 2012, National Public Radio)
Accordingly, Rumi affirms that it is only when these institutionalized spaces are
deconstructed that a meaningful learning community can be shaped. Rumi urges us
to break from practices and obsessions that have conditioned our beings and the
ways we function. The following story depicts Rumi’s interest in ‘destroying’ any
sense of comfort seekers of knowledge may have:
Rumi was working with his disciples in the desert, in a small monastery. A few
travelers passing by, just out of curiosity stopped and went in. They saw that in the
courtyard the students were sitting, the disciples were sitting, and Rumi was
answering their questions.
They got fed up of the strange questions and even stranger answers… they went on
their way. After years of traveling, they came back, and stopped again to see what
was happening. Only Rumi was sitting there, and there were no disciples. They were
really shocked — what had happened?
Rumi laughed. He said, “This is my whole work. I crushed all their questions, and
now they have no questions so I have told them, `Go and do the same to others:
crush their questions. And if you find somebody you cannot manage, send him here!
Rumi’s work is unique in that he breaks down boundaries and creates spaces
where metamorphosis can include completeness, unity, fracture, and multiplicity all
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at the same time. To ‘crush their questions’ is to embark on a journey of neverending inquiry that necessitates constant movement. Rumi aspires to disrupt any
sense of certainty through stories and poems toward a culture of difference and
otherness instead of a sphere where ego is central to any and every action. Rumi
cautions us against blind conformity and recognizes the importance of self-discipline
in this process (Rahman, 2007).
4.5. Rumi’s Moral Paradigm
The central theme running through Rumi’s poems and stories is a disdain
toward opaque realities and a desire to ‘lay bare’ what is unknown. Rumi
consistently points to the need to uncover truths as opposed to creating an alternate
reality where truths are hidden (Chittick, 1983):
The world is a dream, a prison, a trap, foam thrown up from the ocean,
dust kicked up by a passing horse. But it is not what it appears to be.
Form is shadow, meaning the Sun. (M VI, 4747)
In his search for the clearest mode of reality, Rumi distinguishes between the
outward and inward aspects of a single reality. According to Chittick (1983),
“without a direct and vibrantly living vision of meaning, knowledge is only form” (p.
25) and it is this very characteristic that gives Rumi’s teachings a nomadic quality. In
Rumi’s world, the individual is on a quest to reach the supreme stage of nothingness
or fana. Marks (2010) argues that even though Deleuze’s philosophical goal is
creativity, there is a fana-like element in his philosophy as well:
I must be clear that Deleuze’s philosophical goal is not fana’: it is
creativity—the capacity for new perceptions, affects, and thoughts.
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Nevertheless, something rather like fana’ takes place in the hoped-for
dispersion, which Deleuze and Guattari emphasized again and again, of the
usual limitations of the individual. (Marks, 2010, p. 17)
Rumi displays the nomadic trait of his philosophical disposition by stating that “the
ends are nothing but to return to the beginnings” (M I, 767). It is in such a context
that nothingness as a nomadic quality allows individuals to restlessly travel through
spaces without a medium. Rumi describes the evolution of consciousness as the
development of consciousness through cycles of death and rebirth. In each death, one
is reborn into a more conscious being, marking a higher degree of realization. The
Sufi understanding is such that at each level there is a death or transformation that
allows for a rebirth into greater consciousness (Boni, 2010).
Rumi believes that spiritual cleansing, awareness, and in-depth reflection into
the human consciousness is the path that can lead individuals to a meaningful life.
Here, the story of the linguist and sailor in Book I of the Mathnawi speaks to the
importance of acquiring knowledge that impacts an individual’s actual living
experiences. In the story, Rumi points to the variations between two different kinds
of knowledge. The first is inward or esoteric knowledge (ilm batin), which belongs
to a muhaqiq or researcher who seeks to understand the mysteries of a never-ending
existence. The second kind of knowledge is one where the individual makes an effort
to understand the unknown by engaging in an educational experience as a muqalid or
imitator. In this traditional form of knowledge seeking, the learner merely imitates
words without awareness of their realities. This is a conventional form of knowledge,
“only for sale or self-advertisement. When it finds a purchaser, it glows with delight”
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(M II, 3625). Soroush (2015) distinguishes between knowledge that is fani
(finite/transient) and one that is jani (spiritual) in Rumi’s writings. Soroush (2015)
asserts that finite knowledge does not touch a person’s heart and ultimately fails to
change the individual.
The story itself revolves around a dialogue between a linguist, seemingly
arrogant about his vast knowledge of grammar, and an unassuming sailor in the
middle of the ocean. Appalled by the sailor’s crude language, the linguist asks if he
knows any grammar; a reference to the traditional form of knowledge. Once the
sailor admits that he knows nothing about grammar, the linguist scolds him with
contempt, “What a pity – you have wasted half of your life” (M I, 110). The sailor
feels embarrassed and heartbroken over the encounter but keeps quiet nonetheless. A
short while later, a terrible storm breaks out and the boat begins to sink. The sailor
asks the now-frantic linguist, “O grammarian, do you know how to swim?” When
the linguist informs the sailor that he indeed does not know how to swim, the sailor
utters, “What a pity – for it means that you will lose your entire life” (M I, 112).
Here, Rumi references the inward or esoteric knowledge that is gained through
spiritual realization. Rumi stresses that inward knowledge is the key to restraining
the self-absorbed individual. In Rumi’s view, the knowledge that is gained through
imitation without the potential for actualization is mere arrogance. According to
Zaimaran (1985), the grammarian and the sailor represent two major schools of
educational thought.
The pedantic grammarian typifies the verbal, rational, linear, analytic mode
of thought and consciousness. He advocated the education of left hemisphere
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superiority-grammatically organized word sequences, mathematics, logic,
and those branches of knowledge and learning that are concerned with
symbolic, abstract, focal, propositional, conceptual, digital, and analytic
phenomena…The boatman exemplifies the artist, the craftsman, the
musician, the dancer, the producer, the builder, and therefore, the dweller.
His linguistic ability is limited, but he has experience as a man of phronesis
and techne. (Zaimaran, 1985, p. 213)
Rumi associates knowledge "to the ocean without bound or shore" and the
seeker of knowledge as “the diver in (those) seas" (M VI, 3880). Rumi has
demonstrated time and again that knowledge is limited without action as he
advocates learning that engenders dialogue and concerted action when coupled with
reflection. It is through such experiences that learners can engage in both personal
and collective action and follow a path that leads to revised attitudes and beliefs.
These experiences can also empower individuals and inform their decision to react to
the self-interest advocated by the neoliberal paradigm.
In Rumi’s field of existence, the obligation to respect is such that it becomes
an essential part of human morality. In the world envisioned by Rumi, there is no
room for prejudice (Mannani, 2010), and such a world can exist by honoring and
respecting the dignity of the individual. From knowledge to action and back again,
Rumi focuses on the centrality of respect: “Whoever acts with respect will get
respect” (M I, 1207), states Rumi as he highlights the importance of spiritual
courtesy.
(About) requesting from God, the Protecting Lord of Grace,
the favor of observing (spiritual) courtesy and respect in every situation,
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and explaining the harmfulness and losses (which result) from rudeness
by means of (spiritual) courtesy and respect, the Heavens became full of light,
and by means of (such) respect the angels became innocent and pure. (M I, 78-91)
True respect for Rumi is central to acknowledging the spiritual honor of others and
he advocates this through radical humility as depicted in the story of Rumi kneeling
down before a young admirer. This is how Boorstein and Harvey (2004, p. 53)
translate the story:
A young man had heard of Rumi’s mystical power and walked from Constantinople
to Konya (about three hundred miles) to meet him. Coming into Konya, he saw an
old man walking toward him whom he immediately recognized as the Great One.
Immediately he prostrated himself before Rumi in the dust. When he got up, he saw
that Rumi, too, had prostrated himself before him. This went on thirty-two times until
the young man cried out, “What on earth are you doing? I am no one and you are
the king of Mystics. How can you prostrate yourself before me?”
Rumi answered, “Why shouldn’t I prostrate myself before a servant of my Beloved?
Didn’t the Prophet say, ‘Blessed is he who is chaste in his beauty and humble in his
honor'? Then, Rumi added softly, “And if I had not shown you my nothingness, what
would I be useful for?”
Rumi’s action fosters a tenderness and humility of the soul and offers the young man
a transforming vision of himself. It is, in essence, the passionate humility
demonstrated by Rumi that proves to be transformative. The humility and audacity
of Rumi’s actions not only involves but demands great passion.
In the Song of the Reed, Rumi stresses on the importance of passion as the
path toward self-realization and spiritual fulfilment. This passion has the power to
unleash potentials similar to Deleuze’s notion of desire. Rumi introduces his readers
to a space where embracing the fullness of one’s being and the realization of how to
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be more fully human is accompanied by a sense of serene inwardness that leads to
radical self-transformation. For such passions to surface, Rumi believes all the
barriers between the self and reality need to be identified and dismantled. In this
context, Rumi regards desires as ‘sleeping dogs’ that have simultaneously
encapsulated the potential for good and evil:
Desires are like sleeping dogs:
good and evil are hidden in them.
When there is no power of action,
this troop of desires are asleep
and silent like fagots smouldering in the fire,
Until a carcass comes into view,
the blast of the trumpet of greed strikes on (suddenly rouses) the dogs.
Dogs are awakened by it.
The greedy desires that had gone wag their tails fawningly
in order to obtain the object of their desire.
In this body of ours a hundred dogs like these are sleeping:
when they have no prey in sight, they are hidden. (M V, 626-629)
Deleuze (2004) defines desire as revolutionary “because it builds desiring-machines
which, when they are inserted into the social field, are capable of derailing
something, displacing the social fabric” (p. 233). The unpredictability of desire
allows it to interrupt deterministic processes and generate fertile territories for lines
of flight to emerge and ‘flee in every direction’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).
In relation to these desires, Rumi introduces a mystical significance in the
story of Harut and Marut in Book V of the Mathnawi. Rumi asserts that, “the
intellect and spirit are imprisoned in clay, like Harut and Marut in the pit of
Babylon” (Nicholson, 1977, p. 14). The sleeping dogs of desire will reawaken once
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they find nourishment and it is through radical humility and love that Rumi believes
these desires can be morphed into a passion that opens up spaces of understanding
and self-reflection: A passion that cannot be taught in any school.
In the story of the Merchant and the Parrot, Rumi emphasizes on the
importance of transformative action and how action in any form or shape trumps
inaction and indifference. The story is about a merchant who planned to travel to
India and asked his beautiful but caged parrot if he could bring back a present for it
and this is how the bird responded (Barks, 1991):
When you see the Indian parrots, describe my cage.
Say that I need guidance here in my separation from them.
Ask how our friendship can continue with me so confined and them
flying about freely in the meadow mist.
Tell them that I remember well our mornings moving together from tree to tree.
Tell them to drink one cup of ecstatic wine in honor of me
here in the dregs of my life.
Tell them that the sound of their quarreling high in the trees would be sweeter
to hear than any music.
When in India, the merchant came across a group of parrots and as soon as he
told them about his bird, one of the parrots fell and died. When he returned and
explained to his parrot what had transpired, the bird began trembling and died in its
cage. The merchant, shocked and disheartened by the loss of his beloved parrot,
opened the cage to throw the dead bird away. No sooner had he done this, than the
parrot flew away and sat on the branch of a nearby tree. Astonished, the merchant
asked, “What was the secret behind this death and this resurrection?” The bird
replied,
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Well, that Indian parrot taught me that if I wanted to become free,
I should remain silent because my lovely singing had kept me imprisoned.
This story highlights the centrality of learning from action and overpowering the
fascist elements of the self. These elements are comparable to the concept of nafs in
Rumi’s writings. Nafs is an Arabic word meaning self, psyche, ego, or soul (Nasr,
1977). Nafs is divided into seven stages, the lowest of which is the ego that embodies
an insatiable animal-like spirit. In different stories and poems, Rumi explores
elements that feed this insatiable beast called nafs including an obsession with the
self. Rumi uses the term khod-bînî (self-seeing) meaning self-conceited, proud, and
arrogant to refer to the fascist traits in human beings. The term is mentioned seven
times in the Mathnawi, six of which have been used with a negative connotation
(Rumi, 2008).
Sufism encourages the realization and release of the individuals’ full
potential as “[w]e set against [the] fascism of power active, positive lines of flight
and the organization of a social field of desire: it’s not a matter of escaping
`personally’, from oneself, but of allowing something to escape, like bursting a pipe
or a boil” (Deleuze, 1995, p. 19). In Book IV of the Mathnawi, Rumi compares the
world and by extension nafs to a ladder made up of self-serving desires.
This “I-and-we-ness” is a ladder that all men climb-in the end, they all must fall.
Whoever goes higher is a greater fool, for his bones will break the worse. (M IV,
2763-2764).
Throughout the Mathnawi, Rumi highlights the importance of attaining
knowledge that leads to action against the nafs. Hence, activism is seen as a potential
that flows into and through various sites of struggle, be it educational institutions,
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social organizations, or the self or ego. The social aspect of Rumi’s pedagogic
philosophies highlights the strength of one as it transforms into a collective strength
for the community. This is also evident in nomadic behavior, where the social
imaginary (Braidotti, 2011) is central to the existence of the nomad who engages in
practices of resistance.
The concept of social imaginary is distinctive in that it has been appropriated
and redefined by different thinkers as “political fables, collective illusions, legal
fictions, metaphors, myths and images – which, while often unconscious and
unthought, […] nonetheless constitutive of the embodied identity of individuals and
collectivities (Smith, 2003, p. 318). Patton (2000) argues that the social imaginary
resembles Deleuze’s notion of becoming, which “can take place in relation to the
images found in the social imaginary” (Patton, 2000, p. 81). Through engagement in
the act of social imaginary, the nomad participates in a culture of resistance that
defies the ruling power structures. Engaging in social imaginary requires a break
from discourses that impose identities or hold individuals solely responsible for their
destiny. The social imaginary, however, allows us to wander into unfamiliar spaces
and discover new ways of being and becoming. This experience not only evokes
change but also creates a space where “learners as nomadic subjects are involved in
becoming-other, engaging in a relationship with their surroundings in a process of
(continual) deterritorialization” (Fendler, 2013, p. 788). It is in this very space that
social imaginary blossoms and individuals can transition into nomadic beings.
This is while the staggering lack of imagination that promulgates a culture of
complacency in the neoliberal discourse refuses to engender a space that leads to
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structural change. Giroux challenges this narrow-minded imaginary and warns us
against the rise of the ‘disimagination machine’:
The “disimagination machine” is both a set of cultural apparatuses extending
from schools and mainstream media to the new sites of screen culture, and a
public pedagogy that functions primarily to undermine the ability of
individuals to think critically, imagine the unimaginable, and engage in
thoughtful and critical dialogue: put simply, to become critically informed
citizens of the world. (Giroux, 2013a, n.p.)
To expose the lack of imagination that has been harbored in social, personal, and
cultural relations, educators can heed Rumi’s call for learners to engage in a culture
of unveiling that seeks to unearth real meanings. This can disrupt the appropriation
of creativity and imagination and infiltrate the seemingly impenetrable neoliberal
discourse in educational spheres:
Pass beyond (external) names and look at the (underlying) qualities,
so that the qualities may show you the way to the essence.
The opposition (among) people takes place because of names.
Peace occurs when they go to the real meaning. (M II, 3679-3680)
In his stories, Rumi attends to a form of knowledge seeking that creates a
nomad-like subject; one that understands, analyzes, and seeks different truths
through an awareness of the qualities that prevent her or him from becoming more
fully human. For Rumi, the encounter with Shams elevated his existence into a
nomadic being that allowed him to connect to all the creative forces around him.
Shams uprooted Rumi and by bestowing him with the gift of nothingness, Rumi
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entered a space of continuous transformation and renewal. The nomadic space
afforded by Rumi’s vision, allows learners to be in a perpetual state of
inbetweenness where spiritual and moral development becomes a core element of the
learning process.
Rumi’s contribution is in engaging the various aspects of the human being:
be it social, physical, spiritual, political, or moral. Rumi allows these ideas to dance
together as he embraces logic but chooses to consciously move beyond it. Bashiri
(2008) maintains that Rumi draws parallels between human beings and the reed flute
in that we are our truest selves and capable of creating beautiful music when we are
‘empty’.
I died as a mineral and became a plant,
I died as plant and rose to animal,
I died as animal and I was Man.
Why should I fear? When was I less by dying?
Yet once more I shall die as Man, to soar with angels blest;
but even from angelhood I must pass on: all except God doth perish.
When I have sacrificed my angel-soul,
I shall become what no mind ever conceived.
Oh, let me not exist! for Non-existence
Proclaims in organ tones, To Him we shall return.
The upward trajectory of progression is depicted here through a series of
transformations that are triggered by a kind of death that aspires new beginnings
(Bashiri, 2008).
Emptiness is considered a cure for the fascist elements that plague the human
soul. It is in this context that opposites reconcile and a procreative space is cultivated
through the exercise of selfless love. No longer is the individual confined to
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predetermined paths but is alive in an open and empty ‘field of possibilities’ where
life unfolds and transformation is a never-ending reality. Soroush (2015) contends
that the pedagogical views of Rumi focus on learners emptying themselves as
opposed to filling themselves with knowledge that has limited transformatory
potential.
Your own self is the only pupil who is really faithful to you: all the others perish:
where will you seek them, where?
In order that you may make others erudite and eminent, you make yourself evilnatured and empty of true knowledge.
But when your heart is united with that Eden of Reality, listen, keep speaking,
and do not be afraid of becoming empty. (M V, 3195-3199)
The knowledge that can be accessed through emptying oneself of all unnecessary
complications is transformative while knowledge that is purely factual and finite in
nature burdens the individual and makes it difficult to be purely imaginative and
creative. It is, therefore, essential to engage in direct dialogue with those who have
purified their hearts and allowed it to act like a mirror that reflects their true being. In
the educational context, this could translate into a search for real stories that have
earned the right to be told and are transformative in nature.
Rumi plays a central role in awakening the powerful voice of longing and
transformation by advocating the release of the infinite power of love. Harvey (1999)
reflects on Rumi’s view toward longing and states that “evolution is an infinite
process that never ends on any of the planes of any world, and that the journey into
embodying and living Love is as infinite and boundless as Love Itself” (p. xvi).
Rumi takes us on a journey to explore the various dimensions of our inner selves and
depicts the human spirit as “a conscious intentionality, dynamic, open-ended, and
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self-transcending” (Helminiak, 1998, p. 13). Subsequently, love becomes the
“missing link that brings together moral reasoning and critical discernment with
moral values, character, responsibility and compassion into a qualitatively different
consciousness, empowered, resilient and authentically moral” (Mustakova-Possardt,
2004, p. 260).
The existence of infinite possibilities in this path leads us to Rumi’s story
‘Moses and the Shepherd’. In Book II of the Mathnawi, Rumi points to the
challenges human beings face in their struggle against the self. Rumi approaches the
story with Moses overhearing a shepherd who appears to be serenading the Lord in
the most unusual language:
Where are you so your needs I can serve
Mend your shoes, your hair comb, curl & curve.
Wash your clothes, kill your lice, pick your nits
Bring you milk, while your Majesty just sits.
Kiss your lovely hands, and rub your tiny feet
When it is time to sleep, sweep your room, make it neat.
For you I will sacrifice all my goats
Thinking of you I shout and sing my notes. (M II, 1722-1730)
Moses’ immediate reaction is one of repulsion as he scolds the shepherd for telling
such tall tales and relating to God as he would with another human being. The
shepherd is overwhelmed with a feeling of shame and the depth of the disrespect his
words may have incidentally implied. But the first twist in the plot comes when
Moses hears the Divine in his sleep that very night, reprimanding him for not
acknowledging the shepherd’s inner intentions and not understanding the love he
was expressing toward God.
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God's voice came to Moses at that time
Separating our lovers is a crime.
You have come with the purpose to join and heal
Not sever and differences reveal.
Keep away with all your might from making part
Creatures begrudge each other and depart.
To each I have given a unique face
And a way to express and embrace.
For him all my praise, for you the blame
For him all sweetness, poison your game. (M II, 1751-1760)
The first transformation in the story takes place when a changed Moses runs after the
shepherd to apologize for telling him that his crude language will bring God’s wrath
upon the world. But Rumi does not stop there as he tries to create a mode of spiritual
ambiance and cement his role as the voice of consciousness for humanity. The next
twist happens when Moses finds the shepherd and discovers a transformed man who
has reached mystical enlightenment. The experience was not only transformative for
Moses but for the shepherd as well.
The kind of love and tolerance Rumi preaches embodies a transformative
potential that can alter one’s experience of being and becoming. In such a milieu, the
individual experiences infinite transformations and is considered as ibn al-waqt, “the
son of the present moment” (Schimmel, 1975, p. 130). In the Sufi tradition, ibn alwaqt is about living in the now, being present, and fully surrendering to the moment.
O comrade, the Sufi is 'the son of time present.
It is not the rule of his canon to say, Tomorrow.
Can it be that thou art not a true Sufi?
Ready money is lost by giving credit. (M I, 131-135)
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In such a space, the Sufi is a nomad, as s/he has no attachment to the past or any
longing for the future. To become fully present in the moment necessitates unfolding
and creating new dynamic. In such a space, the unpredictable is desired and being
vulnerable and jumping into the unknown is not paralyzing. To expand her/his
spiritual consciousness, the Sufi/nomad has no attachment, which makes movement
easier. The Sufi/nomad has little attachment to past and memory and her/his desire to
suspend all attachment to established discourse (Braidotti, 1994, p. 18) is intense.
Rumi believes in creating spaces that enable non-attachment and reminds his readers
that to uncover true meaning one must be ready to embark on a never-ending inward
journey. It is in this path that the seeker of true knowledge finds her/himself
connected to the Tree of Immortality. Rumi explores this concept through a story
about a king in search of a tree whose fruits possess the secrets to immortality. In the
story, the king sends an envoy to India in search of this mysterious tree. Years of
searching for the tree fails to bear fruit until the envoy comes across a wise man,
who tells him that what he is searching for is indeed the Tree of Knowledge.
Thou hast gone after the form, thou hast gone astray:
thou canst not find it because thou hast abandoned the reality.
Sometimes it is named ‘tree’ sometimes ‘sun’;
sometimes it is named ‘sea’, sometimes ‘cloud’.
It is that one thing from which a hundred thousand effects arise:
its least effects are everlasting life.
Although in essence it is single,
it hath a thousand effects innumerable names befit that one thing. (M II, 3666-3673)
Rumi also places great emphasis on unity and esoteric spirituality throughout
his writing while also encouraging individuals to rise to new levels of consciousness
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by opening their hearts to knowledge that is transformative in nature. Rumi
expresses harsh criticism toward people who do not put their knowledge to
meaningful use:
O heart that inspired all others with ardour,
inspire yourself with ardour and be ashamed of yourself!
O tongue that was a mentor to all others, now it is your turn: why are you silent?
(M VI, 3906)
When ignorance and indifference become breeding ground for destructive practices,
Rumi proposes radical self-reflection as a constructive alternative. To ensure that
such in-depth reflections of the self lead to desirable becomings, Rumi warns
individuals against being willing participants in their own encapsulation.
To avoid subjugation, Rumi cautions us against a distorted understanding of
reality and distinguishes between imagination and the imaginary as he encourages
individuals to move beyond the ‘imaginary trap’.
Within the spirit, imagined forms are as nothing -- (yet)…
witness an (entire) world going on (based) upon something imaginary!
(Witness how) their peace and their war (is based) upon something imaginary,
and (how) their pride and their shame (derives) from something imaginary
(M I, 70-71)
The neoliberal discourse’s emphasis on the imaginary as opposed to imagination is
an effective mechanism implemented to prevent individuals from engaging in the act
of collective imagination. Rumi’s penchant toward imagination and neoliberalism’s
obsession with the imaginary falls within a pendulum of de-territorialization and reterritorialization of the dominant assemblages of society. In this context, Rumi
endorses a culture where leaning into unpredictability is the norm and the unknown
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future is set to be explored. The imaginative possibilities in a space cultivated by
Rumi’s philosophies lead to the interruption of hierarchical discourses. This is while
the neoliberal logic relies on social fragmentation as it devalues knowledge that
promotes multiplicities and assemblages. In this context, critical imagination can
lead us to,
freeing ourselves from ingrained habits of imagination; envisaging a more
just and equitable world; thinking differently as a precursor to acting
differently; being willing to conceive of new ways of framing problems; and
remaining optimistic about change being possible. (Sumsion, 2007, p. 319)
While a space saturated with assumptions inspired by Rumi’s philosophies is a quest
for becoming, the neoliberal discourse employs a flexibility of the axiomatic that
allows it to manipulate and even change its structures. Since this “axiomatic is never
saturated, [and] is always capable of adding a new axiom to the previous ones”
(Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. 250), it lends flexibility to a neoliberal discourse that
accommodates fragmentation and affords it the fluidity needed to survive.
Neoliberalism’s vitality comes from its ability to integrate every opposition
movement into itself. Peck and Tickell (2002) reiterate this point by stressing that
neoliberalism is flexible, versatile, and adaptive. To accomplish its objectives,
neoliberalism needs flexible bodies and subjects to facilitate productivity and
flexibility (Patsavas, 2012).
The form of flexibility inherent in the neoliberal discourse, however, is
fundamentally different from the fluidity endorsed by Deleuze. Contrary to
Deleuzian nomadism, neoliberalism incorporates flexibility and dynamism to
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obfuscate practices that could pose as potential acts of resistance. Through the
capturing of creativity and desire of these diverse praxes, an ever-changing narrative
emerges that is in fact a constellation of mutations that connect various assemblages
while also subjecting them to its own codification (Berger, 2014). Even though the
neoliberal discourse allows criticism in its discourse, it is in reality engaged in a
process of creative destruction (Harvey (2007). In this respect,
Neoliberalism has collected its power and its public appeal in the same way
that all ideologies do: by engaging in public discourse and wrestling
symbolic/ideological power from its enemies through a process wherein the
terms (or ideographs) of a shared rhetorical culture are subject to
appropriation and redefinition so that they more closely align with neoliberal
values and motives. (Becker, 2015, p. 11)
Meanwhile, exercising imagination is an aspect of Rumi’s teachings that can
resist neoliberalism’s creative destruction capacities. According to Chittick (1983),
the love that Rumi alludes to can only be realized through direct engagement with
the ‘World of Imagination’ or Alame khiyal. The word khiyal or imagination
represents a wide range of realities including the mental faculty, which conjures up
images and ideas in the mind. In essence, the world of imagination relates to these
images and ideas both at the individual and social level, while also being linked to
the ‘world’ they originate from:
…imagination does not create the images and ideas it sees, nor does it derive
them from within itself, the memory, or the mind. Rather, it receives them
from a separate World of Imagination, which exists independently of the
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mind. The World of Imagination has a number of dimensions. In the lowest
levels of this world, the individual human faculty of imagination determines
the form in which images present themselves to the consciousness…But in its
higher levels, the World of Imagination is independent of individual man. To
the extent that man gains access to this higher domain of imagination—
through the visions he may receive on the spiritual path—it determines and
defines his imagination, not vice versa; for it subsists on a higher ontological
plane than his rational mind. (Chittick, 1983, p. 248)
Alame khiyal can also be described as the twilight zone between the spiritual world
and the sensible world. There, imagination takes place at both the spirit and
corporeal level and it is this very imagination that Rumi believes has maintained the
world. Rumi uses imagery and explores the World of Imagination as a means to get
his readers to understand love at the deepest possible level. Rumi’s conception of the
transcendental imagination echoes Henry Corbin’s “imaginal” mode of mysticism
where aspects of humanity and divinity enter into a creative zone of indiscernibility”
(Ramey, 2012, p. 108). Corbin (2013), a champion of the transformative power of
imagination, argues that imagination that is driven from personal fantasies has an
unreal character and is called ‘imaginary’. Meanwhile, true imagination is rooted in
the imaginal realm and it is through the development of this form of imagination that
individuals can overcome the “divorce between thinking and being” (Corbin, 1964).
According to Kaylo (2007), “it is within the imaginal that each of us can discover the
freedom necessary to deepen, to clarify, to ‘en-soul’ our physical, lived experience
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(p. 107). The imaginal world is thus regarded as an intermediary between the
intelligible world and the sensible world (Corbin & Horine, 1976).
The notion of the imagination, magical intermediary between thought and
being, incarnation of thought in image and presence of the image in
being…Imagination as the magical production of an image, the very type and
model of magical action; and, on the other hand, the notion of the image as a
body (a magical body, a mental body), in which are incarnated the thought
and will of the soul. The Imagination as a creative magical potency which,
giving birth to the sensible world, produces the Spirit in forms and colors.
(Corbin, 2013, p. 179).
Corbin and Horine (1976) argue that through its cognitive function, imagination can
help us escape the enforced duality of ‘matter’ or mind’ (p. 12).
Deleuze’s conception of the transcendental imagination echoes that of Rumi,
who identified an “imaginal” mode of mysticism where aspects of humanity and
divinity are infused into a creative zone of indiscernibility (Ramey, 2012, p. 108).
For Deleuze, it is important to distinguish between imagination and mere fantasy
(Hickman, 2013). To be able to imagine alternate possibilities and realities, one of
the biggest obstacles that needs to be removed is the ego. For new possibilities to
come to being, Braidotti (2006a) predicts the death of the ego:
Becoming imperceptible is the point of fusion between the self and his or her
habitat, the cosmos as a whole. It is like a floodgate of creative force that
make it possible to be fully inserted into the hic et nunc, defined as the
present unfolding of potentials, but also the enfolding of qualitative shifts
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within the subject. The paradoxical price to pay for this is the death of the
ego understood as social identity. (Braidotti, 2006a, p. 261)
The dissolution of subjectivity and the ultimate death of the self “in order to enter
qualitatively finer processes of becoming” (Braidotti, 2006a, p. 261) are addressed in
the writings of Rumi the Sufi, Rumi the poet, and Rumi the scholar.
Rumi’s focus on the annihilation of the ego is aimed at reaching a state of nomind. According to Braidotti (2006b), the Deleuzian perception of death opens up
new possibilities and can be experienced as becoming-imperceptible:
the becoming-imperceptible is the point of fusion between the self and his/her
habitat, the cosmos as a whole. It marks the point of evanescence of the self
and its replacement by a living nexus of multiple inter-connections that
empower not the self, but the collective, not identity, but affirmative
subjectivity, not consciousness, but affirmative inter-connections. (Braidotti,
2006b, p. 154)
Braidotti (2006b) understands the death of the ego in the realm of social identity, the
point where “you have to die to the self in order to enter qualitatively finer processes
of becoming” (p. 155). The individual that Braidotti (2006b) depicts as “suspended
between the no longer and the not yet” is the same individual Rumi encourages to
enter into a space of non-existence. The Sufi way acknowledges that it is by
throwing oneself into the abyss of annihilation where Rumi states, “We and our
existences are all nonexistences” that one reaches a state where, “You are absolute
Existence, appearing as annihilation” (Chittick, 2007, p. 129). This provides a
potential point of contact with the Deleuzian perception of the subject who does not
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arrive. This non-arrival is also evident in Sufi practices where the subject is in a
perpetual state of motion, moving toward nothingness, since, “annihilation is the
negation of something that never truly was…” (Chittick, 2007, p. 44).
As already indicated, the experience of revealing the dissolved self and going
beyond oneself is manifested in the notion of fana in Rumi’s writings, where the
person dies in her/himself and lives in/through something else. The inner awakening
that accompanies fana helps the individual to de-centre and disappear in union with
the Beloved. This is in contrast to the neoliberal focus on the individual as an
entrepreneur in the personal, economic, and social domains. Rumi’s emphasis on the
concept of fana is visible in many of his poems and stories. Fana, which is rooted in
the Arabic annihilation or obliteration, provides a potential point of contact between
Sufi practices and Deleuze’s notion of body-without-organs.
For the body-without-organs limitless encounters are rendered possible and
multiplication of difference is desired. Deleuze and Guattari’s (2004) conception of
the body-without-organs is one of desire; to a point where an individual would even
desire her or his own annihilation:
The BwO is desire; it is that which one desires and by which one desires.
And not only because it is the plane of consistency or the field of immanence
of desire. Even when it falls into the void of too-sudden destratification, or
into the proliferation of a cancerous stratum, it is still desire. Desire stretches
that far: desiring one's own annihilation, or desiring the power to annihilate.
(Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. 183)
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Although, the ends are different, the same desire for annihilation exists in Sufi
practices. In this way, Rumi and Deleuze meet before shooting off in different
directions. Resistance to any form of subjugation is central to Sufi teachings as is to
Deleuzian thought, where the boundaries to our own subjectivities are constantly
shifting. Rumi points to the state of nothingness as our exit from self-existence: to be
self-less, a body-without-organs:
If you could get rid
Of yourself just once,
The secret of secrets
Would open to you.
The face of the unknown,
Hidden beyond the universe
Would appear on the
Mirror of your perception.
Chittick (1983) proclaims that Sufism encourages transcending the subjective
self by gaining an in-depth knowledge of the self and describes this as “annulment of
the self” or fana. Rumi’s tender story about a lover’s reunion with the beloved
touches on the importance of nothingness in the Sufi discourse.

A certain man knocked at his beloved’s door: his friend asked: 'Who is there?'
He answered 'I!'—'Be gone', said his friend, 'tis too soon:
at my table there is no place for the raw.'
How shall the raw one be cooked but in the fire of absence?
What else will deliver him from hypocrisy?
He turned sadly away, and for a whole year the flames of separation consumed him;
Then he came back and again paced to and fro beside the house of his friend.
He knocked at the door with a hundred fears and reverences,
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lest any disrespectful word might escape from his lips.
'Who is there?' cried his friend. He answered, 'Thou, O charmer of all hearts!'
'Now,' said the friend, 'since thou art I, come in:
there is no room for two 'I's in this house. (M I, 3056-3063)
It is in such contexts that the ego experiences a metamorphosis and a ‘death of the
self’: a going beyond ‘me’ and reaching an ‘us’. This, according to Rumi, does not
equate lack of existence but true existence.
There are certainly spaces where aspects of Deleuze’s philosophy seem to
engage with spiritually. According to Bryden (2001), “Deleuze’s writing recurrently
demonstrates a commitment to the unhinging of philosophy from its complex
historical affiliations with theology, so as to release it into a zone of dynamism,
affirmation and becoming” (Bryden, 2001, p. 1). This same zone exists in the works
of Rumi where similar to Deleuze’s (1989) understanding of mystical experiences,
the self encounters a sudden actualization of potentialities.
The practical transformation of the self takes place along the vanishing
transversal line at the very limit of human experience that therefore always
contains a numinous, religious, bordering on mystical, aspect. (Lovat &
Semetsky, 2009, p. 247)
While for Deleuze (1989) “there is no other truth than the creation of the New:
creativity, emergence” (p. 147), Rumi’s invitation to imagine the impossible creates
an opportune moment to envision realities that have yet to be created. Here, learners
are inspired to imagine and reimagine their realities and not be confined to the
common-sense assumptions either manufactured for them by hegemonic power
structures or instituted through faulty educational practices.
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In lieu of these inspired possibilities, “education should help fuel the social
imagination – it should aid our ability to envision a social world that does not yet
exist” (McNeil, 2002, p. 248). The key to unchaining imagination, according to
Rumi, lies in ‘inspiration in action’ and direct experience. Rumi’s emphasis on direct
experience is reminiscent of nomadic communities that are engaged in ever-evolving
discourses and direct experiences that become the hallmark of their social
consciousness.
Through an emphasis on direct personal experience, the nomad wanders in
multiple directions unafraid of experiencing everything and anything for the first
time. (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004). This nomadic quality is unsettling to power
structures and ideological frameworks that resist such unique state of consciousness.
Nomadic thinking possesses the potential to disturb boundaries and ideological
systems linked to various hierarchies including race, gender, religion, or politics
(Georgiou, 2012).
Braidotti (2006b) argues that the increasingly mediated world of the nomad is
prime space to imagine alternative possibilities against neoliberal globalization. The
subjective awareness displayed in nomadic communities is a far cry from that of the
neoliberal paradigm, where according to Giroux (2007a), “every aspect of daily
existence is mediated through the lens of commodification, and one's sense of
purpose and agency is largely measured by the presupposition that in a market
society one's highest calling is to make a profit” (p. 33). But Rumi is adamant in
returning the power back to the individual in order to enable her/him to make
transformative decisions. In essence, Rumi supports any knowledge that leads to
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freedom as opposed to subjugation; the freedom to choose; the freedom to struggle;
the freedom to be as is.
4.6. Rumi’s School of Love
Teachings on love as the central tenet of Sufism progressed considerably
from the sixth to twelfth century. This gradually came to be known as the Sufi ‘path
of love’ or ‘the school of love’ (mazhab-i ‘ishq) (Lumbard, 2007). According to
Helminski (2007), “A school of love is a corrective to both the authoritarian concept
of religion, lacking in Mercy and a materialist ethic that indulges human ego” (n.p.).
Rumi’s thoughts on the various educational approaches reached a zenith when he
described the greatest school of all; the school of love:
There are different schools: the school of love, made of fire, is a school in
which the lover hopes not to remain stupid; there, the child 'soul' becomes the
teacher of all teachers. But this child may become naughty when Patience is
the teacher, just as school children take pleasure in disobedience. And when
in the school of love even old people are rejuvenated, in the school of
intellect the child is growing old, trying to learn the alphabet. (Schimmel,
1993, p. 130)
Learning about the human spirit and going on an inner journey as advocated by
Rumi is different from the path taken by contemporary educational systems that have
grown accustomed to appropriating social and cultural spaces in an effort to control
learners. This is while Rumi’s spiritual experiences allow the heart to develop a
spiritual conscience.
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Your task is not to seek for love,
but merely to seek and find
all the barriers within yourself
that you have built against it.
Overcoming these barriers allows the individual to acknowledge the need for
transformation. In such a milieu, Rumi points to how the human soul should avoid
‘flatterings and insinuations’ and ‘keep aloof from all worldly deceptions and
attractions’ (Schimmel, 1993, p. 131). In Rumi’s school of love, the story about the
Chinese and Greek painters speaks to a discourse that in order to become worthy of
love one must polish the heart and the soul of its fascist elements. The story revolves
around Chinese and Greek artists who wanted to prove their mastery of the arts. To
settle their dispute, the King gave them adjacent rooms separated by a thick curtain
to be used as canvases for their artistic masterpiece. The Chinese artists asked for all
kinds of paint and colored their wall in the most magnificent of ways. The Greeks,
on the other hand, used no colors at all. Instead, they cleansed the walls from all
filth, burnishing and polishing it until the wall shined like a brilliant mirror. When
the curtains were removed, the King was awed by the beauty of the Chinese painting,
yet found it to be far more majestic when reflected in the mirror-like walls polished
by the Greek artists; its beauty enhanced by an endless array of shades and hues
reflected on the wall.
The Greek art is the Sufi way.
They don't study books of philosophical thought.
They make their loving clearer and clearer.
No wantings, no anger.
In that purity they receive and reflect the images of every moment,
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from here, from the stars, from the void.
They take them in as though they were seeing
with the Lighted Clarity that sees them. (M I, 3462-3499)
At a time when spiritual dimensions are neglected, Rumi’s pedagogy of wisdom and
spirituality can be a profound liberatory praxis. When democracy and education no
longer complement one another, Rumi’s unique take on learning can provide
alternatives to the problems faced by educational systems. At a time of incessant
educational instrumentalism, the issues addressed by Rumi are not only mollified but
also completely overlooked, as passion, wisdom and inner learning no longer seem
to be a top priority in educational spaces.
The knower and the knowledge are separate in the modern conception of
education despite Rumi’s efforts to state otherwise. Rumi maintains that education is
an inquiry and the sa’lek or seeker of knowledge should walk toward that
knowledge. The relation between teacher and learner is ma’navi (spiritual) for Rumi,
while nowadays the teacher brings the knowledge into the class and there is little
emphasis on a deep inner connection between the educator and the learner. Rumi
advocates life-long learning as opposed to an education that prepares students for the
immediate future. Even if educational systems are intent on preparing learners for
the future, Rumi offers moral education as an addition to educational praxes that
focus solely on logic. The stories of the Mathnawi raise moral dilemmas for learners
and encourage them to engage with and experience a moral education (Zaimaran,
1985).
Rumi expects his readers to be involved in a process of ongoing selfreflection and evaluation of multidimensional discourses. The intense self106

examination advocated by Rumi empowers learners to be honest about their
intentions. Through the purification of the heart, a moral identity that identifies with
justice and liberty is formed. This process also awakens a feeling of intense love or
ishq and “provides the basic motivations in humans. The generative impulse is the
desire to generate something enduring. Ishq is procreation, it is creation; it is birth. It
is more than the love of the beautiful; it is beauty incarnate (Zaimaran, 1985, p. 256).
For Rumi, love never loses its nomadic quality because, "Like Adam and Eve, Love
gives birth to a thousand forms; the world is full of its paintings but it has no form"
(Rumi, Divan, 5057, as cited in Chittick, 1983).
For Rumi, crossing the threshold of love leads to transformation and
transcendence. With its potential to energize everything, love as a life force that
animates is “The Sea of Non-Being: there the foot of the intellect is shattered”
(Rumi, 1995). Like a nomadic existence, a being enveloped in love is indeed a “Nonbeing”, that which is not (absent), that which is yet to be (come into being) “
(D’Souza, 2014, p. 13). While Rumi speaks of a ‘sea of non-beings’, the identity that
is referred to here is in fact the reconciliation of the material and spiritual worlds of
non-identity and the negotiation of both worlds. It is this permanent non-identity that
breeds openness to the other and allows for borders to be subjected to subversion.
The notion of emptiness in Rumi’s writings echoes this very non-identity as a
signifier of the absence of a permanent identity. This emptiness, in fact, affirms the
existence of things in the present moment. Smith (1999) argues that Western thought
exists within a premise of structural order and universalism. This is while Smith
(1999) contemplates a space that advances disorder where un/knowingness and the

107

un/familiar are celebrated. Rumi’s depiction of love as a trunkless tree that is open to
new experiences and receptive to the unknown is similar to Deleuze’s depiction of
the rhizome:
Love is not condescension,
Never that, nor books,
nor any marking on paper,
nor what people say of each other.
Love is a tree with branches reaching into eternity
and roots set deep in eternity, and no trunk!
The transformative nature of love does not go unheeded by Rumi as exquisite
portraits flow out of his poems and stories with the ability to captivate the hearts and
minds of seekers of knowledge. The love Rumi depicts possesses the power to
motivate and move individuals and lead to the development of the person’s
character. In Rumi’s world, life without passion is a spiritless existence where hope
has lost its utopian dynamic. It is unforgivable to lead such existence and to evade a
spiritless life that is not worth living, Rumi encourages the adoption of both
awareness and passion. Radical love is central to Rumi’s writings as he continuously
creates a dialogic through a unique exploration of love.
Whosoever lost her/his essence,
For reuniting seeks lessons.
What blows in reed's not wind, but fire;
Whoever lost it, is lost entire. (M I, 4-5)
Rumi’s poetry exists in a field of possibilities where life is in motion as he embraces
a pedagogy of potential in the limitless space that opens up before the seeker. Rumi
sees the ultimate potential in seekers of knowledge and in contemporary educational
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practices, pedagogy of potential can translate into focusing on what students can
accomplish in dynamic contexts of learning (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Tejeda,
1999).
They threw a grain of wheat under earth,
then from its earth they raised up ears of corn;
Once more they crushed it with the mill:
its value increased and it became soul- invigorating bread;
Again they crushed the bread under their teeth: it became as that
Therefore be a buyer of spiritual self-discipline with all your soul:
you will save your soul when you have given up
your body to the service of God. (M I, 3165-3167)
This is a process where every transformation the individual goes through only adds
to his or her value. It cultivates not only a person’s moral consciousness but also a
culture of generosity that celebrates the other and embraces the legacy of love,
passion, and wisdom.

4.7. The War Machine of Love
To explore the Deleuzian narrative of the war machine in Rumi’s writings,
imagination and creativity is required to envision alternative worlds. In this
philosophical study, the language offered by Deleuze has set the stage for further
exploration of this point. In this section, I embrace the Deleuzian war machine as a
vantage point through which Rumi’s writings are explored. The Deleuzian war
machine is about metamorphosis and transformation within a discourse that is
fundamentally exterior to the State. The aim of this discourse is to unsettle the
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sedentary culture and aspire for “[a]nother justice, another movement, another spacetime (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 354). According to Reid (2003), the ‘nomadic
war machine’ is a radical way of thinking involving the formation, invention, and
fabrication of new concepts that violently differs from existing and received orders
of thought imposed by the State (Reid, 2003, p. 3). As a form of resistance on the
move, the nomadic war machine refuses to be subordinated to formal possibilities of
thought (Reid, 2003) and resists homogenizing forces at the helm of power. By
adopting the language offered by Deleuze, I explore Rumi’s work as it opens the
way for new interpretations regarding the creative potential of the war machine as a
machine of production directed against the baser elements of the soul.
Rumi’s war machine of love thrives in a third space where there are multiple
versions of reality. A third space perspective, according to Barrera et al. (2003),
“does not ‘solve the problem.’ Rather it changes the arena within which that problem
is addressed by increasing the probability of respectful, responsive, and reciprocal
interactions” (p. 81). Rumi’s war machine of love is a deterrent force that enables the
construction and re-construction of identity where new understanding of the self are
continuously being negotiated as the individual constantly experiences the death of
the false self. Within the third space, there is a hybrid reinvention of identity where
“the very categories of ‘Self’ and ‘Other’ emerge as fluid and negotiable” (Bhabha,
1994, p. 56). It is within such spaces that alternatives can take shape and “a critique
of specific norms and processes can most effectively be mounted” (Harvey, 2000, p.
184).
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As illustrated, Rumi promotes a way of being that is based on flow and
moves beyond binaries into a third space that allows for imagination to grow and
new possibilities to arise. It is through this space that I believe Rumi resurrects a
form of nomadic pedagogy filled with new possibilities and creations. The nomads’
desire of becoming different and to think and act differently is the embodiment of the
life and works of Rumi. In this space, the process of embarking on an inward journey
is encouraged through constant self-reflection for seekers of knowledge. Since
reflection can only lead to change if it is accompanied with action, Rumi resurrects
the notion of the spiritual activist scholar who is morally grounded, historically
informed, and socially functional.
A close reading of Rumi’s story How a Hare Killed a Tyrannical Lion offers
us an understanding of the concept of the spiritual activist scholar. The story
chronicles the schemes concocted and successfully executed by an intelligent hare to
avoid becoming the lion’s next pray and also to rid other animals of a similar fate in
the future. The story, which addresses determination and freewill, is about a
tyrannical lion who terrorizes other animals' lives by killing them in order to feed
himself. The animals are left with little choice but to submit to the sacrifice ritual
until a clever hare decides to take action. When it is his time to be sacrificed, the
hare takes his time to get to the lion, inevitably finding him enraged and fuming with
anger. The hare tells a story about how another lion had eaten a friend of his as they
were coming to be sacrificed. The pride of the lion was hurt because he simply could
not accept another great power roaming around in his territory. The lion demanded
that the hare take him to where his arch nemesis had attacked earlier. Pretending to
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be scared, the hare went on the lion’s back and directed him toward a well. When the
lion looked down into the well, surely he saw a lion with a hare on its back and
plunged into the well to attack his newfound enemy. The hare was quick to jump off
the lion’s back before the lion fell into the well and drowned.
According to Moores (2014), the hare is in fact scheming to avoid the stage
of self-annihilation and surrender to the lion. The lion in this story is the symbol of
the nafsani self; he is first and foremost a dominating force among other animals but
is at the same time a slave to his self-serving desires. The lion’s overbearing
presence does not make him welcome in the kingdom and his mere presence strikes
fear into the hearts of all the weaker animals. According to Moores (2014), “the
machinations of the lesser animals might suggest to a Sufi reader the tricks the mind
plays in preventing one from accepting the wisdom and directions of the master (p.
73). Thus, the refusal to surrender to the lion represents the nafs and the intellect’s
interference with the soul’s progression. Rumi reminds his readers of the importance
of introspection and the struggle with our ‘inner lion’. Through the lion, Rumi
conveys the message that we must free ourselves from fascist elements that prevent
us from being free.
This world is the prison, and we are the prisoners:
dig a hole in the prison and let yourself out! (M I, 982)
This is not the same as abandoning material things in the world but our feeling of
attachment to them. The lion is the symbol of the nafs that can take away all feelings
of safety and security in an instant. Consequently, one can interpret the smaller
animals as symbols of fascist elements (trapped by the lion of the nafs) in the soul,
for they need to be sacrificed for the greater good. The hare, who is aware of the
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lion’s weakness, symbolizes practicality and logic on the path toward inner peace. In
this context, the wise hare cajoles the lion of the nafs or ego to look at its own
reflection and to rail against its own nafs. The lion’s downfall is his pride, as the
reflection of the nafs becomes the force behind his destruction.
After sending the tyrannical lion to his death, the hare urges the now ecstatic
animals to engage in the more difficult warfare against the desires of the nafs. While
the well can be the manifestation of the fascist elements that exist in us, the hare can
also be considered as the spiritual activist scholar. After the lion has been eliminated,
the hare notices how easily pride has taken over the animals and to guide them, he
moves beyond logic into a realm that can best be described as spirituality. In this
sphere, the hare cautions the animals against letting the fascist qualities of their souls
run loose and encourages them to go to war against these baser elements:
Dear kings, we’ve killed the enemy outside,
A worse foe still remains for us inside;
Your brain does not know how to kill this foe:
A hare can’t bring this inner lion low! (M I, 1382-1384)
At this point, the hare transitions into a spiritual activist scholar; constantly in
motion; always questioning; travelling tirelessly from the struggle with the outer
enemy to the one within.
Rumi’s war machine of love struggles against micro fascisms like
selfishness, the only cure for which is love. In essence, Rumi celebrates the dawn of
an activist scholar who explores limitless possibilities for alternative modes of
knowledge seeking. This activist values engagement as essentially a prerequisite for
social transformation. Rumi’s war-machine of love offers a conceptual tool for
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revisiting hegemonic discourses with the potential to resist them. Considering that
the neoliberal order prefers sedentary discourses, the war machine of love relies on
its nomadic qualities to create ruptures in the static spaces through fluid,
indeterminate, and revolutionary action. The war machine of love has the ability to
spring up at any point (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) and deconstruct thought in
nomadic fashion. This is particularly palpable in Rumi’s depiction of life as a stream
where the need to judge others is viewed as a destructive practice. According to
Rumi, judgment has a definitive quality that feeds the false self and does not allow
individuals to live in the moment and experience all the vulnerability and
unpredictability the moment has to offer. The exercise of living in the now does not
mean going from one point to another but being in a perpetual state of movement
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 353).
The dynamic rhythm of Rumi’s stories and poems create a dialectical space
that moves beyond binary opposites. Exploring the tapestry of identities in Rumi’s
stories reveals a continuous struggle between various forces that swing the pendulum
of opposites in the direction of the ‘field of possibilities’. Embracing Rumi’s vision
of the Insan-e-Kamil requires that we, too, move beyond binaries and allow for new
spaces to present themselves.
4.8. Thinking together with Deleuze and Freire: Exploring Tensions
While thinking together with Deleuze and Rumi has opened a space for
rethinking subjectivity, Freire’s critical pedagogy can also be added to the mix. One
of Freire’s greatest accomplishments is his message of hope and possibility as a
means to revive a realistic path to activist scholarship and resistance:
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In place of immobilist fatalism, I propose critical optimism, one that may
engage us in the struggle toward knowing, knowing on a par with our times
and at the service of the exploited. As I speak with such hope about the
possibility of changing the world, I do not intend to sound like a lyrical, naive
educator. Even though I may speak in this fashion, I do not ignore how much
more difficult it is becoming to focus on the needs of the oppressed, of those
kept from being. (Freire, 1998, p. 58)
Contra to Freire’s advocacy for being, Deleuze’s anti-being stance becomes a site of
tension. Yet, there is a middle space where both Freire and Deleuze can meet before
going off in different directions. In that space becoming has precedence over being
and reality is no longer seen as “motionless, static, compartmentalized, and
predictable” (Freire, 1979, p. 71). Freire alludes to a natural desire for change in
oppressive situations because he believes human beings essentially seek and desire
transcendence (1994, p. 39). Deleuze (2001), meanwhile, asserts that the desire for
otherness creates individuals who lack desire for change and transcendence (p. 27).
Meanwhile, Motta (2013) states that the erosion of desire for change and
transcendence has become a defining feature of the neoliberal subjectivity. In
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire scrutinizes the manner in which the oppressed are
domesticated and subsequently compelled to develop a false consciousness:
[Many] think that reality can be transformed mechanistically, without posing
the person’s false consciousness of reality as a problem or, through
revolutionary action, developing a consciousness, which is less and less false.
(Freire, 2000, p. 130)
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Freire (1998) states that human beings have the potential to rebel against the
restricting conditions that stand in their way to freedom. In the struggle for freedom,
false consciousness is disrupted by individuals who are capable of engaging in acts
of resistance (McLaren, 1988). Freire observes that false consciousness is the result
of years of hegemonic oppression that is partly responsible for the shaping of
people’s experiences and subjectivities.
4.9. Critical Pedagogy: A Historical Prelude
In the context of searching for alternative discourses to neoliberalism,
adopting a critical pedagogical stance requires educators to question the common
sense assumption that schooling is a neutral social institution (Giroux, 1981). The
market-driven logic of neoliberalism expects educational goals to be largely defined
by corporate demand. This has translated into an educational space that provides the
skills, knowledge, and credentials required by the workforce in a market-driven
economy. This, in turn, has impacted the understanding of pedagogy as a deeply
civic, political, and moral practice. Consequently, “schooling is increasingly
subordinated to a corporate order, [and] any vestige of critical education is replaced
by training and the promise of economic security” (Giroux, 2011b, n.p.). For Paulo
Freire, the aim of education is not to train students for the world of subordinated
labor, but prepare them for a self-managed life and the practice of freedom.
By addressing salient issues regarding the neoliberal influence on education,
I reject the pedagogy of concession as a first step to reclaiming education as a
breeding ground for activist scholarship and citizenship. In such a milieu, pedagogy
of concession warns of the dominant elite’s aspirations:
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…to encourage passivity in the oppressed, corresponding with the[ir]…
‘submerged’ state of consciousness, and take advantage of that passivity to
"fill" that consciousness with slogans, which create even more fear of
freedom. This practice is incompatible with a truly liberating course of
action, which, by presenting the oppressors’ slogans as a problem, helps the
oppressed to "eject" those slogans from within themselves. (Freire, 2000, p.
95)
Critical pedagogy functions as an act of intervention that provides learners with the
means to expand their roles as participatory agents of change in order to limit the
dominance of neoliberal instrumentalism (Roberts, 1996). This dimension of critical
pedagogy helps learners identify and resist the prevailing ideologies by
problematizing the relationship between education and democracy (Brookfield,
2003). Additionally, Freire rails against the negation of dreams by encouraging hope.
In Pedagogy of Hope, Freire (1994) writes about “rage and love, without which there
is no hope. It is meant as a defense of tolerance—not to be confused with
connivance—and radicalness…It attempts to explain and defend progressive
postmodernity and it will reject conservative, neoliberal postmodernity” (p. 10).
An examination of the historical context of Freire’s views will serve as a
foundation for the analysis of prevalent themes in this dissertation. The roots of
critical pedagogy are mostly situated within the traditions of critical literacy,
particularly the German Frankfurt School (Held, 1980). Critical of both capitalism
and Soviet socialism, the Frankfurt School pointed to the possibility of an alternative
path to social development. The critical theorists associated with the Frankfurt
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School proclaimed that the social world should be seen as a human construct that is
not stagnant and can acquiesce to change. This mindset challenged traditional social
sciences where the social order was depicted as natural and impervious to change.
The impact of Marxism on the founders of the Frankfurt School cannot be denied
even though it never translated into adherence to orthodox Marxist principles.
The critical theorists belonging to the Frankfurt School argued that the
process of schooling denies students the opportunity to formulate their own aims and
goals, and essentially serves to de-skill students (Apple, 1982; Kincheloe, 2004).
According to critical theorists, schooling also prevents learners from engaging in an
examination of contemporary social and political issues. In this respect, the Frankfurt
School theorists believed that it is necessary to contribute to a critique of ideology
and to the development of non-authoritarian and non-bureaucratic politics (Held,
1980, p. 25). The Frankfurt School viewed ‘what is’ or ‘what is ought to be’ from the
lens of what other possibilities could exist. The critical theorists of the Frankfurt
School perceived “the development of “consciousness” of an “inward awareness” as
the path beyond reason or scientific knowledge toward emancipation” (Ryan, 2012,
p. 54). These theorists called for a society free of domination, encouraged selfconsciousness, and advocated for a unity of theory and practice. They argued that
schools encourage dependency as well as a stratified perception of power and
authority by refusing to empower a social consciousness essential to bringing about
change and social transformation (Eisner, 2002).
Before long, critical pedagogy came to be recognized as one of the
manifestations of the critical theory of the Frankfurt School (Kincheloe, 1998;
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McLaren, 2003). Inspired by the Frankfurt School, critical pedagogy encourages
educators and learners to join forces by shaping and reshaping the social order.
While education is understood within the context of power and the interests
represented by that power, critical pedagogy appeals as a practice that exposes these
interests and empowers learners to act as critical citizens who problematize the
human-constructed social order.
Whilst critical pedagogy is theoretically grounded in the critical theory of the
Frankfurt School, its practices are manifested in the emancipatory works of Brazilian
philosopher and educator Paulo Freire. Freire is opposed to educational degradation
through overemphasis on the demands of the market, instrumentalized knowledge,
and the priority of training over the pursuit of imagination, critical thinking, and
social activism (Freire, 1994). This is a rejection of pedagogies that support
“economic models and modes of agency in which freedom is reduced to
consumerism and economic activity is freed from any criterion except profitability
and the reproduction of a rapidly expanding mass of wasted humans” (Giroux,
2011b). Critical pedagogy makes an effort to understand how power works through
the production, distribution, and consumption of knowledge within various
institutional contexts and seeks to position students as informed citizens and agents
of change.
4.10. Freire and Neoliberalism
Paulo Freire recognized the perils of neoliberalism, particularly its efforts to
preserve subjugating pedagogical approaches. Adamant in his opposition to
neoliberalism, Freire urged educators to resist attempts to bureaucratize the mind.
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Freire’s resistance to neoliberal principles and criticism of its hegemonic nature
impelled him to promote the humanization of education instead of submitting to the
‘scourge of neoliberalism’ (Freire, 1998). Freire also draws our attention to the fact
that the freedom of the market cannot and should not be ethically permitted to have a
higher standing than the freedom to be human.
Freire (2000) considers liberation as a prerequisite for the full humanization
of the individual. Liberation from a unitary vision of the subject is also the
theoretical core of nomadic thought. A desire for liberation is a meeting point for
Freire’s critical praxis and Deleuze’s nomadic pedagogy. Both philosophers aim to
unsettle the traditional image of thought: Freire through conscientization and
Deleuze by dismantling constructive individual identity. The Freirean human
comprehends the world and takes action to change it by transitioning from object to
subject. This is while the Deleuzian nomad frees her/himself from systems of closure
by taking on a rhizomatic line of flight and moving away from the subject/object
dichotomy, considering instead the capacity of humans and non-humans to affect and
be affected (Deleuze 1988, p. 124). The intersection that connects Deleuzian thought
to Freirean praxis can also be their focus on becoming.
As Freire ponders, neoliberalism’s political doctrine on human beings
reflects its ‘antisolidarity nature’ (Freire, 2005, p. 88). In his book, Letters to
Cristina, Freire (1996) expressed dismay over neoliberalism’s attempts to transform
meaningful education into vocational training and manufacture lifelong consumers in
the process:
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The dominant class, deaf to the need for a critical reading of the world, insists
on the purely technical training of the working class, training with which that
class should reproduce itself as such. Progressive ideology, however, cannot
separate technical training from political preparation, just as it cannot
separate the practice of reading the world from reading discourse. (Freire,
1996, p. 83)
Freire denounces the values advocated by neoliberalism’s core principle of
individualism. Freire also attempts to interrupt the common sense assumptions
perpetuated by the neoliberal discourse that has no “preoccupation about what we are
producing, who it benefits, and who it hurts' [and] is certainly not a critical
pedagogy” (Freire, 1996, p. 84). Freire criticizes the neoliberal dystopia that rejects
the possibility of dreams, utopia, and a desire for social justice inherent in critical
pedagogy and instead treasures consumerism as the only obligation of citizenship:
I would like to call attention to an implication present in a veiled manner
within neoliberal discourse. When they speak about the death of history, of
ideologies, of utopia, and about the disappearance of social classes, they make
me certain that they defend a posterior sort of fatalism. It is as if they regret
not having stated the domestication of the future sooner. (Freire, 1994, p. 47)
Freire warns of the perils posed by the neoliberal ideology based on the ethics of the
market as opposed to humanistic ethical values. In Freire’s view, the social structure
constructed in line with the dominant neoliberal platform has the potential to
discourage human beings from practicing their basic right of dreaming of a different
future. According to Thinnes (2014), a Freirean orientation understands the future as
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a dialogic engagement with human consciousness that explores human subjectivity
in multidimensional ways. In response to neoliberal pragmatism, Freire calls on
educators and learners alike to embrace the notion of ‘critical hope’ in all civic and
educational spaces.
The neoliberal psyche, according to Freire, distorts people’s ontological
vocation to be human and needs to be analyzed, resisted, and recoded using more
humanistic alternatives (Freire, 2000). At a time when neoliberalism reinforces a
pseudo-neutrality of educational practices that lead to the technicization of
education, resistance is most effective with a sense of unity and solidarity. Freire is
adamant about discouraging critical educators from being mystified by a language of
critique and instead encourages them to actively challenge neoliberal assumptions
that breed insecurity. The Brazilian educator’s condemnation of the policies and
practices of neoliberalism echoes his belief that capitalism is ‘intrinsically evil’,
exploitive, and oppressive (Freire, 1998, p. 114). In Pedagogy of Freedom, Freire
lays emphasis on the importance of expressing dissent against the illusions, lies, and
ideological manipulations perpetuated by the neoliberal discourse (Freire, 1998). The
suppression of dissent and diversity by the neoliberal logic impelled Freire to call on
critical educators to problematize the future and create real possibilities for change in
educational settings. In a Freirean dialogic, transforming the fatalistic discourse of
neoliberalism into one of hope and imagination warrants a careful and critical reexamination of a broader base in the language of resistance, as manifested in Freire’s
writings in Pedagogy of the Oppressed.
4.11. Paulo Freire: Revisiting Pedagogy of the Oppressed
122

In his most celebrated work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire advances the
notion of praxis as a process involving transformative action and reflection.
Consequently, praxis is regarded as “reflection and action upon the world in order to
transform it” (Freire, 2000, p. 36). Freire argues that overcoming social limitations is
ultimately the responsibility of an education that enables the fullest possible
expression of human existence. Freire observes that false consciousness is the result
of years of hegemonic oppression and it is responsible for the shaping of people’s
experiences and subjectivities (Freire, 1973). He maintains that the oppressed adopt
an attitude of “adhesion” to the oppressor and forge a toxic relationship with the
“structure of domination in which they are immersed, and have become resigned to”
the will of the State (Freire, 2000, p. 29).
In his struggle against dehumanization, Freire calls for the direct engagement
of the oppressed in the liberation process and the ongoing transformation of a
purportedly unchangeable reality. Striving toward justice and freedom is necessary
because it enables humanization (Freire, 2000). This struggle is the first step in
rejecting the dehumanization that makes people objects of history and culture, and
renounces their capability to be self-defining subjects who are the shapers of their
own future. According to Glass (2001), critical pedagogy posits that even though
human beings become dehumanized through oppression, exploitation, and unjust
treatment, they are very much capable of breaking this cycle in an effort to take back
their freedom. This is built on Freire’s perception of humanization, which is based
on the individuals’ ability and freedom to reason. Humanization, in its most
fundamental form, translates into understanding social action and interaction. Freire
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takes issue with dehumanization because it is a detrimental force that works against
achieving human excellence. Critical pedagogy struggles against the reproduction of
the status quo and advocates an imagination that breeds possibilities for different
futures.
Freire (1985) insinuates that a culture of silence is not consciously imposed
upon the oppressed by the ruling elite, but stems from the structural relations
between the dominator and the dominated social group. As a result, the oppressed
become the silent masses that develop a faint voice and try to emulate the values and
ideals imposed on them by the strong voice of the dominant social group. Freire
believes the responsibility of a critical educator is to build a learning environment
that is both counter-hegemonic and connected to real struggles. This is particularly
important at a time when the essence of education is increasingly being redefined,
codified for mass consumption, and determined to meet the demands of the market
(McLaren, 1988). Freire argues that critical pedagogy should never make any
“concessions to the trickeries of neoliberal pragmatism which reduces educational
practices to the technical-scientific training of learners” (Freire, 2004, p. 19). Instead,
he advocates for a pedagogy of intervention where educators step in to reinvent
society alongside the learners.
In Pedagogy of Indignation (2004), Freire warns that the “asphyxia of
necessity precludes the adventure of freedom and the struggle for it” (p. 19).
Through the practices of the pedagogy of concession educators move to deproblematize the future. This, according to Freire, leads to an “authoritarian death or
negation of the dream of utopia, of hope” because the future is already known
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(Freire, 2004, p. 34). Freire also cautions us against an opaque reality that
disempowers human beings “by holding a screen in front of what they need to see to
begin transformation” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 174). ‘Neutral’ teaching, in Freire’s
view, is just another synonym for an opaque curriculum and a pseudonym for
governing all aspects of education. As stated by Shor and Freire (1987), it is through
the opaquing of educational spheres that reality is blurred and dissent imagination
blocked. Giroux (2010e) reiterates Freire’s position that education offers students the
conditions for self-reflection and a self-managed life.
The critical aspect of education encourages the imagination of possibilities
that transcend beyond the confines of common sense assumptions that legitimize
neoliberalism and promote its policies. Giroux classifies this as “entering into a
critical dialogue with history, and imagining a future that does not merely reproduce
the present” (Giroux, 2011a, n.p.). Freire lays out the inner workings of power
through the use and abuse of knowledge in Pedagogy of the Oppressed and works to
improve on the transformation of students into informed learners and activist
scholars. It is through this critical engagement with the self and society that critical
pedagogy seeks to negotiate the relationship between truths and untruths and revisit
common sense assumptions with a desire to challenge and reinvent those very
suppositions.
4.12. False Generosity: The Neoliberal Sweetener
In the first chapter of Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire refers to false
generosity as a way for oppressors to assuage a bad conscience. False generosity is
aimed at softening the power of the oppressor while at the same time keeping the
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oppressed content with their situation in life. Freire cautions that through techniques
of false generosity the oppressed internalize the consciousness of the oppressor and
become domesticated in the process (Freire, 2000). For the oppressed to continually
engage in this form of false generosity, it is imperative to perpetuate an unjust social
order. Although, some oppressors may express genuine compassion in their desire to
assist the oppressed, they rarely question the structural forces that lead to such
repressions in the first place.
That is why the dispensers of false generosity become desperate at the
slightest threat to its source. True generosity consists precisely in fighting to
destroy the causes, which nourish false charity. False charity constrains the
fearful and subdued, the "rejects of life," to extend their trembling hands.
(Freire, 2000, p. 27)
Freire rejects the equality promised by the neoliberal mantra ‘we are all consumers’
(Freire, 2000) as a form of false generosity and gives fair warning of the possessive
individual it aspires to create. The consumer appeal of neoliberalism appears at first
glance to be an act of social compassion rather than one of exploitation. Yet, these
acts of false generosity can become problematic by supporting a hegemonic
discourse that is not open to criticism. False generosity is utilized by conglomerate
corporations who appear to the public as helpful in “donating”, while there is an
absence of criticism targeting real concerns at the heart of these veiled generous acts
(Dale & Hyslop-Margison, 2010). Thus, cases where socially and economically
advantaged individuals attempt to teach the disadvantaged and the marginalized the
how-tos of success are also considered as instances of false generosity. The
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consumer ethics of neoliberalism can be categorized as a false generosity that
repudiates the emancipatory element in education and stifles criticism. While false
generosity’s ideological assistance of the oppressed reproduces the inequality that
leads to their domination, true generosity works to destroy the roots of false charity
(Freire, 2000).
In this context, true generosity works to disrupt the causes that lead to a
culture of superficial care and false charity. Accordingly, the aim of true generosity
is to disrupt the system of domination that is directly involved in the subjugation of
individuals. True generosity “consists precisely in fighting to destroy the causes
which nourish false charity” (Freire 1994, p. 27). This is the attempt to liberate the
oppressed from their bondage and to empower them so that they will be able to live
decent, humane lives. Efforts by neoliberal policymakers to assuage the fears of
subjugated learners by offering incentives have been a consistent theme in
educational spaces. Freire did not have an optimistic outlook regarding the intentions
of the neoliberal system considering that he believed “any attempt to ‘soften’ the
power of the oppressor in deference to the weakness of the oppressed almost always
manifests itself in the form of false generosity; indeed, the attempt never goes
beyond this” (Freire, 1994, p. 26). Those in positions of power readily concoct
programs or laws that make the suffering of the disadvantaged and the marginalized
more tolerable to some extent. These programs and laws are designed so as to
maintain the status quo for the marginalized to a point where they never fully stop
being ‘fearful, exploited, and subdued’ (Gordon, 2003). Freire envisions an
educational system that embraces the struggle to create a more democratic society by
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empowering learners to bring about social and political change and by disrupting the
sources of power that are working to keep them down.
Freire also condemns adherence to vocational training in contemporary
educational practices. Instead of problematizing the structural causes of injustice and
inequality, education for the purpose of employment focuses on the individual’s need
to be employed and refuses to address instrumental conditions that cause certain
sectors in society to remain disadvantaged and marginalized. Despite its promise of
economic prosperity, this form of education works in the interest of the ruling elite
and further destabilizes the marginalized and disadvantaged groups by imposing
deeper economic dependency on them. This mentality, according to Freire, is firmly
rooted in the assumption that the problem of poverty and marginalization lies with
the individual and not the underlying structures that lead to such social inconsistency
(Freire, 2000). Essentially, a socially responsible model of learning does not
undermine the democratic agency of learners and refuses to add to a cycle of
marginalization through the implementation of policies infused with acts of false
generosity (Freire, 2000).
In line with this, the neoliberal market discourse has instilled a need to imply
a common sense relation between education and employment. In a comprehensive
report, Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl (2010) project that education and training
requirements will experience extensive changes in the future:
Instead of looking for narrow, industry-specific skills in their new hires,
employers instead tend to look for employees with advanced general
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education and skills. Once employed, then, the new workers receive more
specialized on-the-job training. (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010, p. 120)
This is further indication that there is sheer confusion about what is expected of
education in relation to market demands, particularly in the realm of higher
education. The state of uncertainty gives rise to a number of concerns including
whether schools and universities are responsible for training future employees. This
is while many of the expected ‘skills’ required by employees like negotiation,
cooperation, and active listening, are reflective of citizenship education values.
Hence, the projection that employers want more than what the market demands and
the neoliberal discourse offers, problematizes the instituted common sense link
between education and employment. If the projections made by Carnevale et al.
(2010) are correct and vocational training and certificate programs can meet the
needs of the market, the emphasis on higher education as the fundamental engine of
employment preparedness appears erroneous. These points attest to McLaren’s
(2005) position that the “neoliberal educational policy operates from the premise that
education is primarily a subsector of the economy” (p. 31) and can therefore be
influenced by corporations and vast private fortunes.
In another comprehensive study, Weisbrot et al. (2006) also problematize the
common sense link between the neoliberal promise of economic development and
overall prosperity. The study found that between 1980-2005, lower income and
middle-income countries have seen a sharp decline in the rate of economic growth
despite prevalent reform policies under the pretext of ‘globalization’ or
‘liberalization’. Weisbrot et al. (2006) also found that the large-scale privatization of
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state-owned enterprises which was promoted by neoliberal policies, did not improve
a variety of social indicators including education:
The past quarter-century has seen a sharp decline in the rate of growth for the
vast majority of low and middle-income countries. Accompanying this
decline has been reduced progress for almost all the social indicators that are
available to measure health and educational outcomes. It is therefore likely
that at least some of the policy changes that have been widely implemented
over the last 25 years have contributed to this long-term growth and
development failure.
(Weisbrot, Baker, & Rosnick, 2006, p. 17)
The neoliberal discourse continues to dominate in spite of the failure in its
policies, at a time when a number of financial and economic crises that have plagued
the world are attributed to the policy changes promoted by its agenda (Radelet &
Sachs, 1998). These failed policies reinforce the instrumentalist view of education,
which considers schooling as a preparatory process to get students ready to fill a spot
in the corporate enterprise market. This is while, as a form of resistance to the
neoliberal thought’s growing presence in learning spheres, critical pedagogy
encourages learners “to interrogate corporate logic, to expose this neoliberal agenda,
and to democratize knowledge” (Saltman, 2004, p. 167). Critical pedagogy
acknowledges the perils of corporate involvement in educational spaces and incites
learning institutions to offer students the opportunity to engage with the “deepest
problems of society, to acquire the knowledge, skills, and ethical vocabulary
necessary for modes of critical dialogue and forms of broadened civic participation”
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(Giroux, 2009, n.p.). In Freire’s teachings, educators are encouraged to free
themselves of an authoritarian administration that seeks to simplify complex
phenomenon in educational spaces and curtail the ‘adventure of hope’ (McLaren &
Giarelli, 1995, p. 262). According to Mayo (1994), critical learning experiences
allow individuals to engage with different facets of their reality and convert
‘common sense’ to ‘good sense’.
In this milieu, exploring the notion of conscientization can lead to a more indepth understanding of the world. A dialectal process between reflection and action,
Freire (2000) views conscientization as the deepening of consciousness. According
to Freire, conscientization involves “learning to perceive social, political, and
economic contradictions, and to take actions against the oppressive elements of
reality” (Freire, 2000, p. 15). Taylor (1993) understands conscientization as “a
process of developing consciousness, but consciousness that is understood to have
the power to transform reality" (p. 52). Freire addresses how the notion of
“conscientization is more of a product of commitment. I do not have to be already
critically self-conscious

in

order

to

struggle.

By struggling

I

become

conscious/aware” (Freire, 1973, p. 46).
Critical pedagogical praxis, as manifested in the works of Freire, considers
the metamorphosis of personally responsible learners to social agents of change as
inevitable. Critical pedagogy aspires to reclaim the dynamics that define the premise
of resistance by exposing hidden agendas. According to Servage (2008), resistance is
not “an ipso facto condemnation of the status quo, but a tool we use to understand
our position within our larger social and political contexts” (p. 73). Engagement in
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such practices can lead to the creation of educational activists on a never-ending
quest for social change who believe that “the relations between knowledge, power,
and social change continually need to be interrogated” (Popkewitz, 1999, p. 8).
These activists grow into community leaders, albeit in the smallest form, and
empower members of their community to envision a society that is more humane and
just. These activist scholars (D'Souza, 2014) start out as educators and learners
engaged in a process of critical analysis of the prevalent issues in the world. Giroux
(1993) refers to these educators as ‘transformative intellectuals’ due to the critical
nature of their work in educational spaces and real world settings. Giroux (1993)
maintains that transformative intellectuals are well versed in the art of translating
theory into practice by adopting the model of the ‘committed intellectual’. Like
nomads, committed intellectuals are generally positioned outside the power
dynamics, which gives them the freedom to criticize the ruling structure. The
committed intellectual is the activist scholar incarnate who is critically selfconscious and committed to an unwavering pursuit of justice by challenging the
hegemonic structure of domination and exploitation.
In contemporary educational contexts, teachers and researchers are also
challenged to work as public intellectuals to develop a counter-hegemonic discourse
against neoliberalism (Cushman, 1999). Gramsci (1971) made a distinction between
professional intellectuals who deal with stagnant knowledge and organic
intellectuals, who interact with society, engage with issues of social justice, and are
actively involved in the advancement of knowledge. Jacoby (1989) used the term
public intellectual to argue against the modern academic specialist. The public
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intellectual is a scholar who believes in emancipatory pedagogy and challenges the
value system of neoliberalism.
The complex processes involved in this form of activism require a deep
understanding of the complexities of various discourses. This kind of intellectual, as
advocated by critical pedagogy, seeks to go beyond defeating elements that are
oppressive and instead aims to redefine the power dynamics that lead to the
oppressions in the first place. Fischman and McLaren (2005) warn against falling
into the trap of ‘false alternatives’ and advocate for a space that can work toward a
‘philosophically grounded vision of the future’ (n.p.), by engaging in “a new politics
of truth” (Foucault, 1979, p. 133). The moral landscape depicted by critical
pedagogy is one that embraces a socialist vision as one of many alternatives to the
neoliberal ‘regime of truth’ (Foucault, 1979).
A critical pedagogy that incorporates the role of the committed intellectual is
one that concomitantly posits socialism as a viable historical alternative
outside the social universe of capital, a pedagogy that unhesitatingly and
unapologetically names its vision as socialist and works unflaggingly toward
its realization with the recognition that there are no ultimate guarantees of
victory. (Fischman & McLaren, 2005, n.p)
In Freirean pedagogy, critical self-consciousness is a productive site for creative selfreflexivity. Freire stipulates that experience must go beyond empowerment and
become persuasive and transformative forces.
4.13. Critical Pedagogy: A Critique
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While critical pedagogy plays an important role in sustaining democratic
values in education, Freire’s stance on issues pertaining to social justice, equality,
and democratic learning spheres has been frequently critiqued. An aspect of Freire’s
work that has raised red flags is the sexist language prevalent in some of his earlier
writings, including Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Despite her enchantment with
Freire, leading feminist scholar bell hooks points to the Brazilian educator’s ‘blind
spots’ in issues pertaining to gender (hooks, 2000). Hooks criticizes Freire for being
among an increasing number of intellectuals who “speak against oppression but then
define liberation in terms that suggest it is only oppressed “men” who need freedom
(hooks, 2000, p. 41). While Freire presents the idea of patriarchy as a practice with
the ability to change, he is criticized for neglecting to “analyze the underlying
patriarchal assumptions of the European intellectual tradition from which his own
thought had emerged (Weiler, 1996, p.369). Although the linguistic style adopted by
Freire is not uncommon to that era, he responds to some of these complaints and
requests that all sexist language be eliminated from subsequent editions of his books.
Freire has also been faulted for his tendency to present a dualistic view of
reality through pairs of opposites, in which one is the preferred option (Coben,
1997). These dualistic views of reality include banking education and problemposing education, oppressor and oppressed, culture of silence and dialogue,
alienation and solidarity, subject and object, and concession and intervention.
According to Coben (1997), if each proposition presupposes its opposite, it raises the
question of whether ontologically the preferred polarity actually exists. To address
this concern, it should be pointed out that Freire's analysis is based on Hegelian
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dialectics, in which unity is understood as a constant tension of theses, antitheses and
syntheses, and change is the resolution of the conflict between two opposites
(Schugurensky, 1998). Hegel understood history to be a dialectical process moving
toward completion in a triadic fashion.
Another issue that needs to be examined is the different interpretations of
Freire’s work that could lead to the canonization of the Brazilian educator as a
symbol. Freire, himself, was disillusioned with any form of domestication of his
theory and intent. While there are no shortage of critics who accuse him of being
impractical and a mythmaker (Coben, 1997; Taylor, 1993; Shuttel 1993), Freire
urges his followers to reinvent his work within the context relevant to teachers and
learners’ lives. Accordingly,
[Freire] constantly took in, reconstructed and reworked both his own ideas
and those of others. In his struggle against neoliberal exploitations within
educational and socio-economic spheres, Freire forged a new synthesis while
standing on the shoulders of those he drew upon. (Apple, 1999, p. 18)
Other criticisms to Freire’s work include Ellsworth’s (1989) argument that
critical pedagogy has the ability to exclude voices and potentially exacerbate
oppressive conditions if the implicit power dynamics and issues regarding who
produces valid knowledge are not problematized. In this respect, Ellsworth (1989)
questions the efficacy of critical pedagogy in altering power relations:
Theorists of critical pedagogy have failed to launch any meaningful analysis
of or program for reformulating the institutionalized power imbalances
between themselves and their students, or of the essentially paternalistic
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project of education itself. In the absence of such an analysis and program,
their efforts are limited to trying to transform negative effects of power
imbalances within the classroom into positive ones. (Ellsworth, 1989, p. 306)
In line with this, Gore (1993) contends that “critical pedagogy risks deluding itself
insofar as it considers its proclamations to be sufficient guidance” (p. 111). Going
beyond awareness is an essential element in the discourse of resistance and it
necessitates the transformation of power. Nevertheless, it is the willingness to
engage in a struggle even when there are no ‘guarantees of victory’ that gives critical
pedagogy its element of nomadism.

4.14. The Nomadic Potential in Critical Pedagogy
Freire’s insistence on the social aspect of transformative educational
practices and Deleuze’s language which helps navigate the nomadic potential in
critical pedagogy tie into the attempt to create a space that tries to mediate between
these interpretations of meaningful learning and transformative education. Like a
nomad, individuals flowing in these spaces are always between points in a
transitional or indeterminate state. Similar to Deleuze’s depiction of the nomads,
Freire views the students as going beyond economic and social nomads and
transforming into nomad-learners.
Freire’s nomad-learner creates ruptures and enters into a constructive
dialogue with the Deleuzian nomadic paradigm. These learning nomads are travellers
in new learning landscapes and are increasingly ready to express their commitment
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to different paths. The ability of these individuals to self-reproduce enables them to
transform and act upon life as they explore new possibilities for being and living
otherwise (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). The propensity of the nomad-learner to
disrupt established patterns of thought at a structural level and problematize
traditional

perceptions

of

identity

is

reflective

of

her/his

interest

in

deterritorialization.
In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari (2004) distinguish between
smooth and striated spaces: While walls, enclosures, and roads between enclosures
characterize striated spaces; smooth spaces are depicted as fields ‘without conduits
or channels’. In such a setting, the nomadic space ‘lies between two striated spaces’
(Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. 409). It is in this context that learners are encouraged
to be spontaneous and courageous while embarking on a Freirean adventure of hope.
This is while smooth spaces are constantly under the threat of being possessed,
appropriated, and subjected to rules and procedures (Barnett, 2010). Freire
continuously warns that educational spheres that engender critical thought and social
activism are at risk of being taken over by institutionalized learning practices. While
Freire encourages a form of radical pedagogy, Deleuze and Guattari maintain:
Each time there is an operation against the State – insubordination, rioting,
guerrilla warfare, or revolution as act – it can be said that ... a new nomadic
potential has appeared, accompanied by the reconstitution of a smooth space
or a manner of being in space as though it were smooth... It is in this sense
that the response of the State against all that threatens to move beyond it is to
striate space. (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. 426)
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Similar to Deleuze and Guattari who view the subject with nomadic potential
as one without a fixed identity, Freire refuses to see learners as victims of context
and constantly encourages them to break with tradition and question common sense
assumptions. The endless migration of the individual beyond subjugating knowledge
is a defining feature of a critical learner with nomadic potentials because “as
nomads, subjects randomly connect signs, energy flows, data, knowledge, fantasy,
objects, and other bodies in new flows of desiring production” (Usher, 2010, p. 72).
Nomadism is known for its potential to break down boundaries, and for the critical
educator this is manifested in all actions and activities that are critical in nature.
Critical pedagogy is invested in a form of self-consciousness that supplies students
with the necessary channels and resources to be self-reflective in relation to the
knowledge and values presented to them (Giroux, 2010c).
For the nomad-learner, outcomes cannot be anticipated and Freire’s vision of
full becoming is essential in understanding how s/he is modifying or being modified
by the world as s/he strives to construct “landscapes of becoming” (Zembylas, 2007,
p. 345). The free flowing nature of learning requires the coding and recoding of the
relationships that form in a nomadic context, as we constantly need to add, change,
or modify our understanding of emergent discourses. The nomad-learner’s ability to
make and break connections is in line with her/his capacity "to code the flows and to
treat as an enemy anyone who presents himself, in relation to society, as an
uncodable flow” (Deleuze, 1971, n.p.).
The Freirean pursuit of becoming more fully human embodies a continuous
and dynamic flow where the notion of becoming does not have a fixed state. This
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invites curiosity where the leaner-nomad brings into existence something new at all
times. The flexible and active flow prevalent in these spaces invites the learnernomad to rethink her/his agency and celebrate chaos while simultaneously
embracing the “uncommitted potentiality for change” (Bateson, 2000, p. 505). In this
context, reaching a conclusion is never the desired outcome as the learner-nomad
surrenders to the flow and the creative energy of life.
In Freire’s thought, the belief that forms of knowledge that do not prioritize
learners’ stories and histories need to be problematized, is akin to Deleuze’s push for
the disruption of microfascisms without inventing new ones (Contestable, 2010). To
adopt a discourse that allows for such dynamics to coexist, individuals must embrace
a willing vulnerability. The flow of desire exhibited by the Deleuzian nomad
essentially exhibits a form of knowledge that “emerges only through invention and
re-invention, through the restless, impatient continuing, hopeful inquiry human
beings pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other" (Freire, 1970. P.
53).
According to Hamon (2015), Freire is of the belief that it is imperative for
new dynamics to be borne in order to constantly change the flow among teachers and
learners. This is considered an effective way to unlock the natural desires of learners
and educators to inquire into the world. Ergo, teachers can also reveal their desire for
authentic inquiry alongside the learners. Accordingly, “teachers and the student both
have to be learners, both have to be cognitive subjects, in spite of being different.
This is for me the first test, for teacher and students both to be critical agents in the
act of knowing” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 33). This is a radical departure from current
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educational climates where flows are frozen and evaluated, violating the very nature
of nomadic learning: that is to flow. Preventing this natural flow, according to Freire,
is potentially fatal. The overwhelming need to control flows “is necrophilic; it is
nourished by love of death, not life” (Freire, 2000, p. 77). For Deleuze (1987),
spaces that engender predictability and excessive security are in fact going against
the natural flow of life that tends to breed uncertainty and vulnerability. The nomadlearner has a passion for throwing her/himself into this flow without being afraid.
These very flows have the power to destabilize identity and contribute to a more
fluid and flexible understanding of being as the nomad-learner transitions from a
state of being to a state of becoming.
The nomad-learner’s desire to forge new hybrid identities where s/he creates
and leaves her/his creations readily echoes Freire’s understanding of unfinishedness.
In Pedagogy of Freedom, Freire (1998) points out how passing through the world is
neither predetermined nor pre-established:
I like being human because I know
that my passing through the world is not
predetermined, preestablished.
That my destiny is not a given
but something that needs to be constructed
and for which I must
assume responsibility.
I like being human
because I am involved with others
in making history out of possibility,
not simply resigned to fatalistic stagnation.
Consequently, the future is something
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to be constructed through trial
and error rather than inexorable vice
that determines all our actions.
I like to be human
because in my unfinishedness I know
that I am conditioned. Yet,
conscious of such conditioning,
I know that I can go
beyond it ... (Freire, 1998, p. 54)
Here, the Deleuzian nomad meets the Freirean learner as they both strive in a space
that understands education as a landscape that is open to connections while always
being ready to move beyond whatever has been created.
Similar to a nomad who creates innumerable possibilities, the Freirean
learner can enter “a realm of pure possibility whence novel configurations of ideas
and relations may arise” (Turner, 1967, p. 97). Existing in this realm empowers this
nomadic individual to break with the ordinary and pursue her/his “passion for
possibilities – what might be, what could be” (Greene, 2007, p. 2). In such a space,
there is a sense of wide-awakenness (Greene, 2007) that allows the nomadic learner
to be part of the world differently. Here, s/he becomes a searcher, a seeker who does
not obsess over past constructions and future possibilities and instead is adamant to
live in the now.
Disengagement is never an option for the nomad-learner as s/he overcomes
submission and docility with the view that “To be human is to engage in relationship
with others and with the world. It is to experience the world as an objective reality,
independent of oneself, capable of being known (Freire, 1973, p. 4). The nomadlearner who possesses critical consciousness will always examine and question the
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situation s/he is in and is never fully content with her/his status and does not stay in
one place for long. For the nomad-learners, “what they perceive and enact as more
active and responsible agents and as in-between dwellers not only receptive to but
also able to engage realms of the possible” (Cook-Sather & Alter, 2011, p. 30).
In engaging the realms of the possible, the teachers join learners in this
journey to discover new thresholds and in-between states of existence that are
reflective of the Freirean notion of unfinishedness. This is reminiscent of the
dynamic Deleuzian space that is anti-structural and Rumi’s na-koja-abad (a-placeof-nowhere). In this realm of possibilities, the desire to become and constantly
change is essential for the nomad-learner to thrive in a perpetual suspension between
being and non-being. Freire’s pedagogy of unfinishedness requires a space that is
suspended between the past and the future and stresses on grasping and appreciating
the immediacy of the present moment. A major obstacle to this nomadic flow is ego
which requires a feeling of stability which is in contrast to the basic requirements of
being a nomad: to flow and to always about-to-be-something-else and never just be.
Freire’s educational philosophy rests on clarity and avoids opaque references
that exclude a problematization of the underlying power structures that impose an
indestructible image of those in power. Freire rejects modes of pedagogy where the
underlying assumptions are unexamined and opaque. In this respect, Freire advocates
for a consciousness that is interested in unveiling: “This unveiling is one of the main
tasks … to illuminate reality… To make reality opaque is not neutral" (Shor &
Freire, 1987, p. 36). Freire considered learners as historical beings always in the
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process of becoming (Freire, 2000), and education as a never-neutral process (Freire,
1973).
Freire’s (1973) emphasis on an openness to revision is another nomadic
quality inherent in critical pedagogy. The Brazilian pedagogue’s call for struggle
against injustice and to live critically invites learners to never be reticent and “submit
to the text or be submissive in front of the text. The thing is to fight with the text,
even though loving it, no? To engage in conflict with the text" (Shor & Freire, 1987,
p. 11). To actively reject submission requires a kind of radical scepticism that
promises an endless struggle and resistance and espousing alternative ways of being.
While this Freirean philosophy strives in clear and translucent contexts, the
neoliberal discourse thrives in opaque spaces. This is while the kind of
consciousness endorsed by Freire (1994) needs to be “disentangled from any
distortion” (p. 100). Freire (1994) rejects the idea “that tomorrow is the pure
repetition of today, or that tomorrow is something ‘predated,’ or … a given datum, a
‘given given’ (p. 91). In this eternal search for an ever-changing tomorrow, Freire
stresses on the notion of curiosity because according to the Brazilian scholar,
“without the curiosity that makes us beings in permanent availability for questioning
… there would be no gnoseological activity, a concrete expression of our possibility
of knowing” (Freire & Freire, 1998, p. 94). In an interview conducted at the 1996
World Conference on Literacy organized by the International Literacy Institute,
Freire reiterated the nomadic nature of his views when he stated, “I was a curious
boy and I am a curious old man. That is, my curiosity never stops” (Freire, 1996).
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The nomadic quality in critical pedagogy has the potential to keep its
transformative nature from becoming sedentary or static. The same nomadic
potential interrupts linear notions of being and engenders fragmented identities
where the production of difference allows for the emergence of endless possibilities.
It is in this field of possibilities that the creative forces give birth to infinite and
boundless creations. In contrast, the appropriation of different discourses in the
neoliberal axiomatic perpetuates a system that leads to the mutation of critique
through “incorporating it within its logic and homogenizing it into the smooth
operations of its appropriation and exploitation of human consciousness” (SkottMyhre, 2015, p. 61). Guattari (2010) believes that neoliberalism’s dynamicity is due
to its ability to adopt a language that ensures it remains perfectly adapted to its own
evolution. The survival of neoliberal policies despite continuous opposition from
various social forces might in fact be from its revolutionary aspirations. The
neoliberal discourse has recognized the importance of getting people to have a
‘stake’ in its success as opposed to seeing it as an oppressive system because “like
the nomads and unlike the apparatus of the State, which feeds from it, [it] is in
perpetual motion” (Deuchars, 2011, p. 16).
In his writings, Freire (2000) references “narration sickness” (p. 71) where
teachers offer the sole narrative in the learning environment, and describes this act as
a destructive feature of submissive learning environments. A nomadic learning space
as advocated by Freire, would not be bereft of narratives because learners as nomads
are in perpetual movement and in the process of creating new stories as creators of
new realities. Freire’s emphasis on humans as uncompleted beings is also reflective

144

of the nomadic nature of critical pedagogy: “Within history, in concrete, objective
contexts, both humanization and dehumanization are possibilities for a person as an
uncompleted being conscious of their incompletion” (Freire, 2000, p. 43). The kind
of humanization Freire envisions is something that needs to be constantly pursued as
“the indispensable condition for the quest for human completion” (Freire, 2000, p.
47).
Freire addresses the issue of human completion in a nuanced way; as part of
an individual’s ability to create, challenge, and constantly recreate structures of
meaning. Such an emancipatory journey empowers individuals and leads to a
dynamic understanding of consciousness. Freire’s emphasis that learners need to be
empowered agents of history and conscious of their being echoes this very point.
Within such learning dynamics, teachers and learners engage in a constructive
dialogue that creates new fields of possibility and is both reflective and proactive.
This form of constructive engagement rejects the cultivation of a culture of dystopia
and forges new possibilities and transformative action where there is a constant
emergence of new knowledge. The nomadic element in the emancipatory life
envisioned by Freire is evident in the fact that the Brazilian educator views this form
of existence as a journey to the unknown. Although Freire’s activist outlook
emboldens those taking this path to denounce injustice and inequality and embrace
dialogical praxis, it is nonetheless the fact that the path is a mysterious and
transcendent phenomenon that gives it its nomadic quality. The on-going
revolutionary process of becoming as part of an attempt to be liberated is a painful
one and similar to childbirth (Freire, 2000) but one where the creation and
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emergence of a new being helps individuals to constantly leap forward toward the
great unknown.
The neoliberal logic, however, engages in a process of generalized decoding
of flows (Bogue, 1989, p. 100) and encourages individuals to leap forward: but to the
great known. As part of this coding process, the neoliberal discourse captures the
flow of social actors and recycles them in an effort to control their nomadic
potential. To counter neoliberalism’s efforts to identify and ultimately curb the
nomadic potential of a society’s free elements, Freire’s notion of armed love can
pose as a viable alternative. Armed love, as proposed by Freire, is essentially rife
with struggle and resistance: “And this fight, because of the purpose given it by the
oppressed, will actually constitute an act of love opposing the lovelessness which
lies at the heart of the oppressors' violence, lovelessness even when clothed in false
generosity” (Freire, 2000, p. 17). The concept of armed love denotes a passionate
commitment to the Freirean love of humanity with a rage that works to bend the arc
of the universe toward justice and liberation. All the while embracing Freire’s notion
of armed love challenges dominant ideologies, “destruction and conflict are neither
embraced nor delved into when considering elements of love and transformation,
and this is an imperative direction” (Daniels, 2012, p. 17).
In line with the Deleuzian nomad who is in a constant state of flux, Freire
(1994) argues for an ‘ongoing being’ whose future cannot be ‘determined’ by others:
We are this being—a being of ongoing, curious, search, which “steps back”
from itself and from the life it leads—it is because we are this being, given to
adventure and the “passion to know,” for which that freedom becomes

146

indispensable that, constituted in the very struggle for itself, is possible only
because, though we are “programmed,” we are nevertheless not ‘determined’.
(Freire, 1994, p. 84; emphasis in original)
Freire’s stimulating entry into a space that breeds uncertainty is yet another nomadic
characteristic of critical pedagogy. The nomad’s reluctance to settle is manifested in
the Freirean logic that urges us to reflect on our practices: “Let us ‘step back’ from
educational practice…to ‘close in’ on it again, take it by surprise” (Freire, 1994, p.
93). The Brazilian critical pedagogue maintains that the “future is a new present, and
a new dream experience is forged. History does not become immobilized, does not
die. On the contrary, it goes on (Freire, 2004, p. 77). Freire addresses the nomadic
urgency to constantly be on the move and not settle while flowing through various
planes of hope as “a being of ongoing, curious search” (Freire, 2004, p. 84). An
educational space that follows this tradition is in fact a movement, in constant search
for the creation of the new.
In keeping with the ‘sedentary point of view’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p.
23), Freire (2000) cautions pedagogues against leading learners to believe in a reality
that is static, compartmentalized, and predictable. Freire refers to static content as
data that lacks dynamism and concreteness and is removed from the realities of the
learners’ lived experiences. Freire references Fromm in Pedagogy of the Oppressed
and points to how static or sedentary learning experiences lead learners to a love of
death instead of life:
It cannot promote the development of what Fromm calls "biophily," but
instead produces its opposite: "necrophily”. Oppression — overwhelming
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control — is necrophilic; it is nourished by love of death, not life. The
banking concept of education, which serves the interests of oppression, is
also necrophilic. (Freire, 2000, p. 77)
An individual afflicted with necrophilia loves everything that does not grow and
aspires to transform the organic into the inorganic, the rhizomatic into the sedentary.
Freire’s critique of neoliberal fatalism has never been an expression of ‘neofoolishness’ but an anticipation of a future by dreaming in the present, by choosing
living over dying and activism over silence (Freire, 2004, p. 117). In a
necrophiliac/sedentary learning space, memory is cherished over experience and
having becomes more important than becoming. It is in this milieu that a banking
model of education that thrives in a sedentary, static, and naturalistic state of
consciousness is seen as being no different than necrophilia. In its mission to
transform learners into receiving objects, banking education encourages human
beings to have sedentary view of the world with no intention to move toward
changing its constructs. This is while Freire (1990) urges everyone to break away
from such pseudo concrete mentality and to “recognize, expose, and retaliate against
the big lies inherent in the makings of the social order” (Bahruth, 2008, p. 182): In
short, he urges us to be nomads.
In contrast to this vision of education is the learning model that negates the
possibility of envisioning equal opportunity and social transformation. The
instrumental model of education sanctioned by neoliberalism drives students to
become docile and indifferent citizens (McLaren, 1988, p. 175) and works to deprive
them of a rhizomatic existence. Freire, on the other hand, proposes an emancipatory
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model of education that leads to social transformation based on the dialogic
relationship between teachers and learners. In this space, teachers direct learners
toward the realization that the knowledge imparted on them is related to historical,
political, social, and cultural realities. By reacting to social injustice, teachers show
their students how to criticize and react to inequality (Freire, 2005) as they work
together to create new realities and a different now. This emancipatory experience is
the responsibility of the liberating educator as opposed to the domesticating teacher.
Accordingly:
Liberatory education challenges domination by illuminating reality for what
it is, a culture where people have the power to confront manipulation. This
critical pedagogy invites people to know what is hidden from us and to know
how we cooperate in denying our own freedom. A liberatory class can also
unveil the limits of domination in a society where the system presents itself
as invulnerable. (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 173)
The nomadic learner from the perspective of a critical pedagogue like Freire
“is not afraid to confront, to listen, to see the world unveiled” (Freire, 2000, p. 39).
Freire’s radical/nomadic learner “does not become the prisoner of a 'circle of
certainty' within which reality is also imprisoned” (Freire, 2000, p. 39). To disrupt
any vestige of tranquility for the learner-nomad, Freire (2000) advocates a form of
knowledge that emerges through invention and reinvention. Throughout this process,
the learner-nomad is restless and impatient while at the same time exuding hope and
an eternal optimism for the future. This curious nomad is all about questioning and
moving toward uncovering hidden assumptions and transparent as opposed to
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opaque realities. As Freire (2000) sees it, the radical, the critical, the nomad is alive.
Reflective of the Deleuzian nomad, for these individuals, unfinishedness is an
essential part of the human experience (Freire, 1998). In the space afforded by this
unfinishedness, hope is a natural, possible, and necessary impetus” (Freire, 1998, p.
69). Paulo Freire asserts that it is the unfinishedness quality in human beings that he
admires and one that makes him love being a human. The learner-nomad that adopts
such an outlook needs to be willing to take risks and be open to the adventure of the
spirit, and express a willingness to live in tension and contradiction (Freire, 1998).
Critical pedagogy has much to offer those who want to become learnernomads. Critical pedagogy affords a space where the learner-nomad can constantly
create new paths as a form of resistance and express a willingness to risk by
embracing a vision filled with hope and possibility. In this context, the “energies and
intensities of nomadic wandering, in hybrid associations, in the acceptance of
ambiguity, and above all in an ever-expansive connectivity in which not human
beings as such, but human becomings, are but one element (Roseneil, 2013, p. 152).
The nomad-learner is “creative, nonrepetitive, proliferative, unpredictable” (Grosz,
1994, p. 168) and chooses how to live and tell her/his never-ending story. Horton
and Freire (1990) maintain that the act of knowledge that emerges in such contexts is
neither stabilized nor immobilized.
The desire for transcendence and change (Freire, 1994, p. 39) is essential to
the learner-nomad. Akin to this learner, the Deleuzian nomad resists practices that
create individuals who lack a desire for change and transcendence (Deleuze, 2001, p.
27). The neoliberal discourse, on the other hand, is interested in minimizing this
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desire for transcendence and change (Motta, 2013). A nomadic spaces of flux and
transmutation, however, possessive qualities that allow for constantly shifting
parameters where “concepts are not waiting for us ready-made, like heavenly
bodies” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1994, p. 5). The fluid nature of such reflexive domains
allows learner-nomads to embrace a curious and disruptive existence and “the
contingent opportunities for learning that such curiosities and disruptions might
potentially afford” (Gale, 2010, p. 4). The dynamism of the Deleuzian nomad is
captured in Freire’s critical individual who continuously transforms. Both Freire and
Deleuze endorse spaces where “heterogeneity rather than conformity, fluidity rather
than rigidity, and constant evo/revo/lution and flux rather than the static” are
prevalent (Strom & Martin, 2013, p. 4).
What the nomad-learner possesses is a desire for eternal improvisation that
prevents her/him from attaining a fixed, final state in anything. To be an eternal
improviser, the nomad-learner “is capable of giving birth to worthy suffering as part
and parcel of happiness of the peace with oneself; peace of the improviser who is
mature enough for co-poiesis that hosts the nomad in eternal homelessness” (GurZe'ev, 2011, p. 112). Freire captures the nomadic qualities of the nomad-learner and
maintains that this individual is “dynamic rather than static; tends to life rather than
death; to the future as a challenge to man’s creativity rather than as a repetition of the
present; to love as liberation of subjects rather than as pathological possessiveness
(Freire, 1985, p. 81).
According to Bell (2013), Freire’s vision for education is one that encourages
individuals to work towards a lack situated in the future. The Freirean vision for
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education is one that incites movement, even in relation to hope: “hope, detached
from the future, becomes only an alienated and alienating abstraction. Instead of
stimulating the pilgrim, it invites him to stand still” (Freire, 1985, p. 121). The
pilgrim like the nomad relishes in the creation of the new and is known for her/his
bravery because to be an eternal creator requires an element of fearlessness.
Consistent with nomadic bravery, Freire never shies away from reproaching
the deterministic philosophy of neoliberalism. This philosophy is dependent on
extreme individualism, instrumental rationality, and regards subjects as passive
receptors of knowledge. Freire’s emphasis on re-creation is analogous with nomadic
qualities as the Brazilian educator describes “men and women as beings in the
process of becoming—as unfinished, uncompleted beings in and with a likewise
unfinished reality” (Freire, 2000, p. 84). This Freirean vision potentially offers
remedies to the restrictive neoliberal discourse as I draw on his work along with
Rumi through the lens offered by Deleuze to articulate an understanding of education
that is creative and engages with practices that involve complexity, innovation,
multiplicity, and connection.

152

Chapter Five-The Making of the Spiritual Activist Scholar
5.1. Introduction
Activism that challenges norms and the endless consumer parade that has
come to represent educational spheres empowers scholars and drives them toward
social change. In this vein, Suzuki and Mayorga (2014) address the false separation
that exists between activism and scholarship:
In an ideal academia, this would not even be an issue because scholarship and
activism would be one and the same, together composing a cyclical process
of learning and social interventions for the betterment of the world. In an
ideal world, we would not even have the word “activist,” because living
attentively to social injustices and seeking ways to address them would be
considered a natural part of living as human beings. (Suzuki & Mayorga,
2014, p. 17)
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Critical educators have a moral obligation to foster a vision of education that is
driven by a passion for social justice. While the rhetoric of progressive educational
reform has become salient in the milieu of critical pedagogy, the development of
alternative modes of pedagogy can work to disrupt the implementation of alienating
policies in learning spheres. Critical educators are responsible for unfolding the
existent but hidden reality behind the social, political, and economic forces that
perpetuate oppression and recreate obedient subjects in educational spaces. The rush
to privatize and vocationalize educational centres using the structures assumed by
the neoliberal models of development needs to be disrupted. Various educational
experiences need to be exposed to public scrutiny in order for the necessary
interruptions to take place. In such settings, speaking from the margins can generate
new public enthusiasm as learners and educators strive to coexist in a space that
fosters activism.
My understanding of activism is grounded in a commitment to challenge all
forms of oppression in hopes of eliminating discrimination and injustice. This kind
of activism reflects a form of moral agency that embodies intentional action and
aims to revive a critical understanding of hope. To dismantle barriers to inequality
and engage in a culture of audacious and nomadic hope, this activist exhibits “the
ability to take action when there is little evidence that doing so will produce a
positive outcome” (Generett & Hicks, 2004, p. 192). The ethics-based actions of this
activist transgresses boundaries and embraces ‘becoming minoritarian’ (Deleuze and
Guattari, 1987, p. 106) as a movement away from the norm. This nomadic wanderer
and activist, is “suspended between the no-longer and the not-yet” (Braidotti, 2006b,
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p. 27) as s/he seeks to disrupt the status quo. It is essential to both educate and
advocate for learning experiences that work to ‘make visible the invisible’ and
encourage this activist to work in “close connection with a visible, thick, active,
local, and often counter-public (Burawoy, 2005, p. 265).
5.2. The Rebirth of the Activist Scholar
Rooted in the tradition of Gramsci’s (1971) critical theories on counterhegemony, activist scholars have long relied on the notion of the autonomous
individual capable of recognizing and critiquing systemic oppressive forces. These
activists operate both individually and collectively to improve social conditions.
Rose and Miller’s (1992) account of activist scholars as people who “make
themselves up” (p. 174) is reminiscent of the nomadic nature of activism. Activists
who make themselves up are accustomed to fluid identities. To critically appreciate
the dynamics displayed by these activists, it is important to view them as
deterritorilizing and destabilization forces. Critical reflection can be a dynamic force
that propels these activists to co-create with a fervent longing for resistance against
adversities. The very existence of the activist scholar is not dependant on outcomes
but constant movement in different directions away from the centralized power
structure. Akin to Braidotti’s (1994) ‘activist nomad’, the activist scholar opens up a
space that allows her/him to transgress boundaries as well as avoid capture. These
activists are resistance on the move where the smallest acts of becoming have
revolutionary and transformative potential.
However, colonization has impacted the role activist scholars play in
societies, particularly in the East. Non-Western traditions prevalent in the East have
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historically been deprived of playing a significant role in the shaping of
modernization, since the transition from tradition to modernity was brought to the
East by way of colonization. Colonization rewrote the social and intellectual
histories of colonized societies in ways that introduced a disjuncture in the
intellectual histories of the impacted societies and forms of knowledge (Cohn, 1996).
As part of the colonization project, intellectuals like Rumi were presented as
mere poets as opposed to philosophers (D’Souza, 2014). This is indicative of the fact
that the writings of these philosopher poets were branded as aesthetic literature as
opposed to social philosophy. D’Souza (2014) argues that philosopher poets were
epitomized as mystics and spiritualists with little to offer to ideas of equality, justice,
and freedom. By ‘downgrading’ philosophers like Rumi to poets, the resistance
inspired by their work were labelled with the crippling stigma of having no
intellectual foundation.
D’Souza (2014) argues that the majority of philosopher poets in the East can
in fact be characterized as activist scholars critical of the dominant ideology and
power structures of their time. Rumi, for instance, believes that knowledge should
find its way into action instead of fostering passive recipients incapable of being
agents of change. Rumi’s story of a drunk and a police officer offers some insight
into the link between knowledge and action. The story begins with a police officer
finding a drunk sleeping by a wall around midnight. The policeman interrogates the
man about the drink and wants to know what he has been drinking. They argue back
and forth with the drunk telling the officer that he has been drinking whatever is in
the jar. Regardless of the number of times the officer states that the drink inside the
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jar cannot be seen and he needs an explanation as to what its properties are, the
drunk offers little useful information. The drunk insists that the only way for the
officer to know the qualities of the drink is for him to take a sip. The conversation
leads nowhere and finally the officer tells the drunk to get up so the officer can take
him to prison. The drunk is bewildered by the clarity of the situation. “If indeed I had
had the power to walk, I should have gone to my house—and (then) how would this
(affair between us) have occurred?” he replies (M II, 2387-2391). Here, Rumi
highlights the existing space between reason and unreason. He draws attention to
how having knowledge of something is not necessarily sufficient for transformative
action. Intellectual knowledge has the power to take an individual only so far, which
explains Rumi’s call for “a reversal of roles between reason and unreason, intellect
and intuition” (D'Souza, 2014, p. 11).
In the space of activist scholarship, Rumi advocates a kind of freedom that is
inseparable from the social: a freedom where individuals are discouraged from
detaching themselves from the social setting. Rumi encourages seekers of knowledge
to view life through the lens of the individual self as well as from the point of view
of the other. Rumi calls for a challenging of the false self that is reminiscent of the
selfish individual endorsed by the neoliberal logic. Rumi argues that as human
beings we should ‘lose ourselves’ through a radical exploration of love (Soroush,
2010). Losing oneself has a nomadic quality as individuals are invited to let go of the
‘I’ in order to find new identities.
While Rumi advocates openness to the other instead of self-absorption,
neoliberalism asserts that rationality, individuality, and self-interest should guide all
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actions (Peters, 2001). The acceptance of the other is the first step in seeking a
panacea for the practical and ethical dilemmas that stem from social injustice. This is
while neoliberal ideologues have attempted to establish a connection between what
they believe to be the human psyche of selfishness and the penchant to view
everything in terms of economic gains. Hence, a natural inclination toward
individualistic tendencies is inferred since individuals, according to neoliberalism,
will always after their own personal interest and are in constant competition with one
another (Finlayson, 2010). In contrast to this neoliberal perception, Rumi believes
human beings are capable of going beyond the selfish individual. Rumi sanctions the
liberation of reason in pursuit of a free human-nomad who possesses the power to
unshackle reason from greed, selfishness, and pure individualism.
Activist scholars search for a transformative space to reflects upon their praxis
in the quest for social justice. They connect marginal spaces to participatory action
as they “make a positive difference in situations where people’s lives are affected by
oppression, domination, discrimination, racism, conflict, and other forms of cultural
struggle” (Bloome et al. 2005, p. 146). An activist scholar encourages the breakdown
of the status quo and creates a space where envisioning alternative ways of being is
possible.
In Theses on Feuerbach, Karl Marx examined the divide between theory and
practice when he asserted that “philosophers have only interpreted the world in
various ways; the point is to change it” (Marx, 1888, p. 11). Hale (2008) argues that
scholarship is a rather weak form of activism that could lead to an expansion of
current policy paradigms and bridge the gap between educational reform and social
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restructuring. Acknowledging their marginalized and disadvantaged status, Hale
(2008) contends that activist scholars can still become “a source of indispensable
enrichment of our universities and research institutes, not simply a position from
which to launch critiques or a Trojan horse for the displacement of other
approaches” (p. 24). Hale (2008) believes in creating hospitable conditions for
activist scholars who are frequently warned against using their scholarship in the
struggle for social justice “on the grounds that, however worthy, such a combination
deprives their work of complexity, compromises its methodological rigor, and for
these reasons, puts career advancement at risk” (p. 2).
Rumi (1995) discourages a form of knowledge that prevents individuals from
taking action while simultaneously underlining the need for critical engagement in
the quest for transformation. Activist scholars believe that the significance of their
work is reliant on the impact it has on the lives of learners. Consequently, if activism
is to contribute to an effective counter-movement to neoliberalism, activist scholars
must make adjustments to their subjectivities in the current context of practice. By
blurring the boundary between academia and community, activist scholars can create
an intellectual atmosphere that intervenes against injustice and disrupts cycles that
disempower learners. Activist scholars explore possibilities of intervention while
emphasizing their belief in human agency and in reshaping the future. Activist
scholars place great emphasis on people’s agency and ensure that their voices are
heard.
While the commitment of the activist scholar is to advance social justice
causes and empower disenfranchised groups, the neoliberal discourse can be
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embraced, negotiated, contested, and re-written (Leonard, 2003). The work of
activist scholars is a manifestation of values that act to secure positive social change.
In practicing from the margins, activist scholars promote dialogue and alliance with
the people struggling to improve their lives. Following the footsteps of such activist
intellectuals who consider their theoretical work as directly contributing to activism
(Riedner & Tritelli, 1998), I consider my research as a form of theoretical activist
scholarship.

5.3. Neo-Sufism and the Spiritual Resurrection
Contemplating the possibilities for transformative learning models that
mitigate the deleterious effects of educational instrumentalism, I underline Rumi’s
universal message of activist scholarship as a promising alternative. Rumi’s
philosophies inspire an understanding that transcends beyond the corporate model of
learning and can work to disrupt the neoliberal rationality. Rumi’s Sufi roots have
played an important role in the development and revival of a spiritual alternative to
the lack of ethical virtues in educational settings.
But this has not always been the case since Islam was deemed a Semitic
religion and considered anti-spiritual by Western colonial powers in the 19th century.
Accordingly, Sufism was labelled as an “orgiastic collectivistic fanaticism”
(Dressler, Geaves, & Klinkhammer, 2009, p. 1). Despite these stigmas, Sufism
witnessed a revival in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
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Fazulrrahman (1979) became the first person to call this orientation toward reform as
neo-Sufism. The resurgence of Sufism rechanneled the focus of this tradition from
asceticism and metaphysics toward a space that sought the socio-moral
reconstruction of society (Fazulrrahman, 1979). The transition from individual
growth through spiritual and mystical practices to social activism did not manifest
itself as a monolithic school of Sufi thought (Voll, 2015).
The ambiguities that surround the use of the term neo-Sufism to describe the
revival of Sufi movements have fostered major criticism from scholars (O'Fahey &
Radtke, 1993). According to O’Fahey (1990), Sufi orders, which were already an
important part of the social fabric, characterized a “new organizational
phenomenon…relatively more centralized and less prone to fission than their
predecessors” (O’Fahey, 1990, p. 4). The Sufi orders of this particular period
“provided vehicles for the expression of the faith of urban elites, served as networks
for interregional interaction and travel…and in some ways shaped the context within
which movements of puritanical reform or spiritual revival developed” (Voll, 2015,
n.p.). Katz (1996) considered neo-Sufism to be a process of the ‘democratization of
sanctity’ (p. xx). The shift from the individual and local-based form of Sufism to
social activism reflects the dynamic nature of this tradition.
Sufism has been on the path of knowledge, liberation, (Nasr, 1974) and social
activism that includes helping marginalized and poverty-stricken people in
communities (Trimingham, 1971). Voll (1999) asserts that Sufis engaged in social
activism since the fifteenth century. Sufi orders transcended into a non-spiritual zone
and became invested in political issues as their economic and social status began to
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rise (Levtzion & Voll, 1987). According to Voll (1999), Sufi orders provided a base
for some of the most efficient cluster of organizations to form opposition movements
against the European imperialist expansion in the nineteenth century. It is in this
context, that O’Fahey (1990) explores the notion of neo-Sufism:
I have preferred to use, - without prejudicing its intellectual content, - neoSufism to mean a new organizational phenomenon that appeared in certain
areas of the Muslim world in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries… they introduced into areas where they proselytized new forms of
social organization, - often based on autonomous agricultural communities, zâwiya or jamâ’a; recruited en masse, - and later were politically active.
(O’Fahey, 1990, p. 5)
The dynamic qualities of Sufism allowed its followers to directly engage with social
affairs and move beyond the mystical dimensions of Sufi practices. The activist
undertone in Sufi practices manifested itself in the desire for a socially just world
through human action as opposed to hoping for eschatological intervention (Voll as
cited in Ahmed, 2008).
The desire for social change among Sufis was not a concept introduced in the
eighteenth century. For instance, Rumi offers an interpretation of self-reflection that
incites the individual to move toward social change. While Rumi (1995) establishes
that inward knowledge will lead to action that allows for spiritual advancement,
Webb et al. (2014) contend that neoliberal ideologues offer a distorted understanding
of self-knowledge in the form of excessive individualization. The inward selfreflective knowledge advocated by Rumi, on the other hand, leads to self-respect and
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strength and without these qualities social change will be nothing more than a
revolutionary zeal that dies down once the interests of those involved have been
served. While social transformation depends on individual metamorphosis, Rumi
(1995) takes this a step further and emphasizes the exploration of the inner world,
adding heat to the already fierce debate on individual versus social transformation.

5.4. The Spiritual Activist
The concept of the spiritual activist is grounded in core tenants such as
justice and compassion and their application toward social change. Whether it is
called ‘spiritual activism’ (Horwitz, 2002), ‘sacred activism’ (Harvey, 2009), or
critical spirituality (Boyd, 2012), spiritual activism can be categorized as any action
derived from inner inspiration for the advancement of the society and the individual.
The intersection of personal growth and societal action creates a visionary and
ethical form of activism that is visibly lacking in the neoliberal discourse.
The synergy of spirituality and activism works to inform the individual’s
awareness of social injustices and their underlying roots. In the process of activating
one’s spiritual identity, an alternate path toward social justice is explored.
Individuals practicing this form of activism draw from various spiritual worldviews
to advance at the public and personal level. The spirituality practiced by these
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individuals is neither socially disengaged nor spiritually detached social activism.
The goal is to strike a balance between personal advancement and social activism in
the quest for justice. Edwards and Post (2008) offer a compelling description of the
spiritual activist:
They [spiritual activists] take on the difficult work of organizing the
downtrodden into groups capable of exerting social and political pressure
through persuasion and protest, and do so with reliance on a background
picture of a universe in which love and justice go with, rather than against,
the grain of Ultimate Reality. (Edwards & Post, 2008, p. 3)
To experience a more socially just world, Rumi stresses inner transformation
and underlines the spiritual dimension of transformational learning. Rumi (1995)
refers to the role of passion, wisdom, and imagination in facilitating a kind of
learning that engenders insight, promotes social justice, and enables a transformative
learning experience that leads to the full manifestation of the human potential.
Critical self-reflection triggers transformative learning and encourages individuals to
revise preconceived assumptions (Cranton, 1996). Rumi’s focus on transformation of
the self informs the social and educational aspects of transformation and welcomes
the idea of the spiritual activist.
In this context, spiritual contemplation and social action practices unite to
bring change to the lives of the individual and the society at large. Spiritual activists
consider their own salvation as synonymous with progress in the world as they
navigate the challenges that arise during this transformation journey. The spiritual
activist is driven to address social ills as s/he strikes a balance between inner
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transformation and the outer manifestation of such transformations. The spiritual
activist engages in praxis with an open heart and adopts a ‘fragmented unity’ as an
alternative to modern subjectivity.
Spiritual activism can be attributed to a vision of social change that
underlines the link between social activism and the creation of an authentic, socially,
and ecologically connected community (Institute for Spiritual Activism, 2015).
Spiritual activism is transformative in nature as it promotes dynamic action through
intentional practices that transform the consciousness. Following a transformation of
the consciousness, the social actor that emerges resists the dominant discourse and
seeks ways to disrupt its narratives. Harvey (2009) calls this experience sacred
activism and defines it as the transforming force of compassion-in-action:
A spirituality that is only private and self-absorbed, one devoid of an
authentic political and social consciousness, does little to halt the suicidal
juggernaut of history. On the other hand, an activism that is not purified by
profound spiritual and psychological self-awareness and rooted in divine
truth, wisdom, and compassion will only perpetuate the problem it is trying to
solve, however righteous its intentions. When, however, the deepest and most
grounded spiritual vision is married to a practical and pragmatic drive to
transform all existing political, economic, and social institutions, a holy force
– the power of wisdom and love in action – is born. This force I define as
Sacred Activism. (Harvey, 2009, para. 1)
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Rumi, too, advocates a dynamic space where spiritual rejuvenation, action, and
commitment to a greater cause can be unified. Rumi’s emphasis on a praxis that
constructs spaces of action and practice is reflected in his poetry:
For the purpose of traversing this way
there is no comrade more faithful than action.
Seek help in acquiring crafts, o’ possessor of intelligence,
from a generous and righteous craftsman. (M V, 1055)
Story after story and poem after poem, Rumi highlights one of the most ubiquitous
interconnections linking knowledge with action: spiritual activism. Embracing a
form of knowledge that advocates spiritual activism leads to action and humility and
renounces inaction and stagnation much like the nomad. Rumi understands humility
as a lack of superiority that allows individuals to redefine their identities through
ruptures and risks. Turbulence is embraced as a form of resilience toward inaction
and indifference and multiplicity is the natural outcome of such delineation. Like a
nomad who vacillates between being and becoming, the spiritual activist chooses
openness over any fixed and finite field. What the nomad and the spiritual activist
scholar have in common is humility, creativity, and an openness to difference as they
both connect to all the creative forces that move through an individual. Rumi likens
the individual lacking humility to a “fruitless trees like cypress and poplar [that]
raise their heads high in the sky, and their branches also stretch high. When fruitbearing trees have fruits on them, their branches hang down from the tree.”(Can,
Gulen, & Saritoprak, 2004, p. 115).
For Rumi, the transmission of knowledge without partaking in any substantial
knowledge-creation lacks the dynamism necessary to advance the individual and
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society’s interests. Rumi advances a form of knowledge that cultivates spiritual
activism and moral imagination and leads to enlightened action. Bucko and Fox
(2013) establish that authentic spirituality is the union of action and spirituality and
without critical engagement it is empty and dissipative. Hence, learners are
encouraged to engage with a radical spirituality that is inclusive, democratic, and
relevant to the world they live in. To navigate challenges that may arise, critical
spirituality lessens the gap between thought and action and enables transformative
practice to emerge.
According to Boyd (2012), critical spirituality can also be found in the
principles of critical pedagogy, particularly in the works of Freire. The intersection
between critical pedagogy and critical spirituality is a space where hegemonic
discourses are unsettled. It is here that the development of a critical consciousness
leads to transformation in the self and society. While the relationship between
spiritual advancement and social justice has been explored (Stanczak 2006, Tisdell
2003), Freire’s spiritual and philosophical positions can lead to a critical
consciousness that empowers individuals to liberate themselves from various forms
of oppressions. To develop this critical consciousness Freire maintains:
The critically transitive consciousness is characterized by depth in the
interpretation of problems; by the substitution of causal principles for
magical explanations; by the testing of one's "findings" and by openness to
revision; by the attempt to avoid distortion when perceiving problems and to
avoid preconceived notions when analyzing them; by refusing to transfer
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responsibility; by rejecting passive positions; by soundness of argumentation;
by the practice of dialogue rather than polemics. (Freire, 1973, p. 18)
The parallels between Freire’s concept of conscientization and Rumi’s notion of
moral and spiritual education can be found in the desire for completeness (Elias,
1976) or to be Insan-e-Kamil. Embarking on this journey would allow the individual
to develop certain characteristics that are closely aligned with being morally
responsible citizens (Sheridan, 2012). This is particularly important in an age of
moral degradation where upholding moral and ethical principles is increasingly
difficult. Yet, through spiritual and scholarly activism one can attain a higher level of
consciousness and develop a moral wisdom that is liberating instead of confining.
Alario (2012) maintains that qualities like “compassion, integrity, commitment to the
process, nonattachment to outcome, [and] interconnectedness” (n.p.) are central to
spiritual activism.
In essence, the spiritual activist scholar can be considered as a remedy to the
neoliberal individual. This activist thrives in a space where s/he explores the
symbiotic relationship between dynamic love and nomadic existence. Through ongoing action and reflection, the spiritual activist scholar occupies a space where notknowing (Sheridan, 2012) is as accepted as knowing. It is the movement that matters
for the spiritual activist scholar as s/he acknowledges that her/his activism may not
yield results.
This activist’s organic existence is grounded in the values of justice and selfgovernance that take her/him into ambiguous activations. S/he is a storyteller and a
seeker of new narratives who believes that outer change requires inner
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transformation. Compassion and love are transformative forces for this individual, as
s/he morphs into the war machine of love through action and resistance. While
activist scholarship limits knowledge to something that can be accessed through
reason, the spiritual activist scholar moves beyond this into a creative and imaginal
zone. Inspired by Rumi’s moral and spiritual philosophies and Freire’s praxis of
critical consciousness, I have attributed seven features as the core tenants of the
spiritual activist scholar:
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 Activist as Seeker
The spiritual activist scholar as seeker is a human-in-progress who possesses
an ‘anxious heart’. The activist seeker is bound to find her/himself connected to the
Tree of Immortality in the quest for different levels of spirituality and activism. Like
a nomad, the seeker is a wanderer enveloped by the spirit of love; an individual
engaged in a pedagogy of potential striving to expand her/his understanding of the
world both without and within. Although, this search may prove to be challenging,
the spiritual activist as seeker has but one mission:
If you are not one of those who have an illumined heart,
be awake (keep vigil), be a seeker of the illumined heart,
and always struggle with your fleshly soul. (M III, 1224)
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 Activist as Educator
The spiritual activist scholar as educator strives for a learning space where a
sense of collective consciousness is nurtured through educational practices. In this
milieu, consciousness, agency, and collective identities are developed in an effort to
problematize the structural and cultural constraints that reinforce a hegemonic
discourse. This activist is a tireless advocate for social justice as s/he engages with
learners to build an alternative society based on principles of love and critical
consciousness. The spiritual activist scholar as educator engages in different forms of
activism outside the learning environment. For this activist, the ‘I’ only exists in
spaces where ‘we’ is possible. This activist works to unlock the inner teacher
through spiritual and moral development in order to live authentically and spiritually
in the here and now. S/he emerges as an educator and spiritual guide, teaching with
renewed vigor, in a space of no-judgment while also being a lifelong learner.
 Activist as Storyteller
Rumi inspires the spiritual activist scholar as storyteller to encourage
educators and learners to tell stories of pain, resistance, and change. Through
storytelling, this activist fosters a culture that enables learners to envision a different
life aimed at guiding them to live more deeply. Learning from Rumi, this activist has
but one goal in mind: transformation. S/he imparts spiritual wisdom that surpasses
the intellect and engenders a counter-hegemonic space that raises the learners’
awareness of social injustices and drives them toward collective action. Through the
very act of sharing stories, both the activist and the learners are likely to experience
some level of transformation. As in the story of the Moses and the Shepherd,

171

interaction in such a transformative space creates the potency for change for all the
involved actors. The spiritual activist scholar as storyteller inspires active citizenship
and seeks to transform the learners’ awareness of unjust acts and the fascist qualities
in the self. For this activist, stories need to awaken individuals at the spiritual,
cultural, and societal level and create a medium for learners to experience critical
awareness in order to emerge with new insight and understanding.
 Activist as Resister
The spiritual activist scholar as resister challenges stereotypes and creates
alternatives. To unsettle the neoliberal restructuring, this activist promotes collective
resistance amongst various social actors and students. Through a pedagogy of
resistance, the spiritual activist scholar as resister problematizes the instrumentalist
notion of education. S/he is like a nomad, in search of free spaces for a mode of
creative thinking that is equally a form of resistance. By engaging in critical
resistance against the established order of meaning, this activist partakes in multidimensional forms of struggle in an effort to envision the yet unimagined life.
Through the construction of alternative modes of learning, this activist is difficult to
locate and much like a nomad nearly impossible to defeat. By establishing local
contexts of resistance, this activist works to activate the collective memories of
influential social and spiritual formations toward effective forms of resistance.
 Activist as Transformer
The spiritual activist scholar as transformer seeks to create alternative futures
by transforming the present. This activist systematically challenges the power
hierarchies and promotes transformation at the personal and societal level. For this
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activist, embracing social action is accompanied by a commitment to transformation
and agency at the personal level. In this context, deliberate transformation is
accompanied by a vision of change where becoming has precedence over being. Like
a nomad, this activist evades spaces that are stripped of their transformative power
and embarks on a process of transformation alongside the learners. While it is
essential to engage in action that transforms structural inequalities and power
relations through challenging practices, identity development never loses its
significance. Although transforming the inherent inequalities in society is a priority
for this activist, so is a soul searching that leads to greater awareness of the self and
character development. This activist is engaged in an ongoing struggle to enact a
philosophy of intense self-reflection that gives her/him the power to be a notknower. This activist reignites hope by introducing learners to individuals or
movements that have transformed their lives and their society. S/he promotes a
collaborative process where gaining self-knowledge and transforming consciousness
is in line with transforming the world.
 The Compassionate Activist
The compassionate activist scholar expresses a great desire for a community
where individuals can practice compassion. Activism that is compassionate is both
fierce and transformative and at the same time promotes sincerity and kindness.
Here, Freire’s notion of armed love provides an authentic liberatory praxis in
education where passionate activism is “the fighting love of those convinced of the
right and the duty to fight, to denounce, and to announce (Freire, 1998, p. 41). The
compassionate activist emphasizes the connection between the personal and the
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social. Through a pedagogy of care, this activist encourages learners to go beyond
the individual and as Rumi believed, love others more than loving oneself to the
point that ‘I’ can easily become ‘you’. S/he engages in activities that create a sense
of compassion and love among learners in what Garavan (2012) calls ‘integral social
care and compassionate activism’. The compassionate activist scholar is “the true
intellectual, who always finds the courage to seek the truth beyond ego or fixed
notions of the nature of things, […] always walking a compassionate path” (hooks,
2009). S/he is a compassionate agent of change who is also vulnerable and feels the
suffering of those s/he is trying to help. This activist is profoundly committed to a
vision of justice that demands extreme self-knowledge. The spirit of compassion is
alive in her/him as s/he works to foster a mutually humanizing discourse where the
suffering of all people including the marginalized and disadvantaged can be
alleviated.
 Activist as War Machine of Love
The spiritual activist scholar as war machine of love is a catalyst for
transformation and exterior to the established framework of the learning institution.
This activist empowers learners to undergo a metamorphosis and unsettles the
sedentary and static discourses in educational spheres. S/he uses love in radical ways
to form new concepts that are different from existing orders. Like a nomad, the war
machine of love is resistance on the move as s/he embarks on a journey with her/his
students to tackle the base elements of the soul as well as the fundamentally flawed
structural issues that breed inequality in society.
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Functioning in a field of possibilities, this activist strives to be Insan-e-Kamil,
as s/he becomes a role model for her/his students. The actions of this activist are
multi-dimensional and uncoded and her/his greatest accomplishment is to encourage
invention: invention of new spaces, invention of imaginal discourses, and invention
of possibilities for resistance. For this activist, resisting the power structure does not
equate confrontation. Instead, s/he advocates a discourse where alternative realities
are considered as possibilities and the active and affective expression of creative
thinking and actions is promoted. S/he constantly challenges boundaries and in the
process introduces a form of activism through love that cannot be captured by the
power structure. The coupling of resistance and love can lead to a transformative
praxis for the war machine of love as s/he seeks alternate smooth spaces in place of
the striated spaces in learning institutions.
In recognition of limitations, it is important to move beyond “activism in the
ivory tower” (Jones, 2011) and avoid romanticizing the notion of the spiritual activist
scholar. According to Malewski (2009), “a text is always already contaminated by
language and to shed light on what has been romanticized, commoditized, and
canonized, writing must attempt to account for the contingency of interpretation” (p.
20). The language adopted here is not an effort to romanticize or simplify the
possibilities for a myriad of potential interpretations and instead aims to account for
unattended dynamics and allow for a rhythmic flux that celebrates difference. In
essence, this work seeks to exist within a space that opts for improvisations between
the cracks and the unpacking of the ‘tentionality’ inherent beneath those
improvisations (Aoki, 2005). To avoid romanticizing and essentializing experience,
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the narrative present here is not presented as an authentic depiction of ‘truth’. This is
particularly true considering that details are generally left out in the effort to ‘drive
home’ the point (Preskill & Jakobvitz, 2001, p. 8). What is apparent is the necessity to
embrace and celebrate pedagogical moments that make difference and fragmentation
visible and allow for the co-construction of truths as we engage, reflect on, and act in
response to these dynamic moments.
The transformations wrought by these recommendations are a form of
resistance to the static and sedentary state of current educational practices. This can
be construed an act of resistance and as an individual aspiring to be a spiritual
activist scholar, I employ my understanding of the aforementioned issues in the
context of curriculum development and engage in a constructive conversation on
effective ways to include spirituality and activism inside the curriculum.
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CHAPTER 6 – PUTTING THE SPIRITUAL ACTIVIST
SCHOLAR TO PRACTICE
6.1. Introduction
Finding traces of nomadic resistance in the writings of Freire and Rumi offers
possibilities as I imagine spaces of breakage before the arrival. Having outlined my
vision of a spiritual activist scholar, it would be worthwhile to consider how this
vision could be put into educational practice, particularly in the field of curriculum
development. Reclaiming the field of curriculum development as an empowerment
strategy can disrupt a discourse fixated on instrumentalist and linear education.
Considering that the field of curriculum development is poised for positive change,
the focus of the curriculum can shift to adopting a vision of a future where human
agency, shared values, and critical reflection are central dimensions of our identities.
Instead of becoming paralyzed in a complex maze of ambiguity and paradox
manifested in the curriculum discourse, Deleuze (1987) urges us to go beyond the
question of ‘what happened’ and instead ask ‘what is going to happen’. According to
Livingston (2000):
‘What do we want to happen’ is a metanarrative question that is the function
of the State. The State already knows where we are going because it
conserves the present to insure that the future will serve the same power
structures as it serves today. The function of the curriculum, then, is to find
ways in which we can swerve these trends off their present course. (n.p.)
To disrupt the totalizing effects of dominant narratives, I explore evolving discourses
in Rumi and Freire’s philosophies through the lens offered by Deleuze.
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Invoking the Deleuzian dialectic, I examine the exciting possibilities Rumi’s
focus on collective and spiritual identities and Freire’s focus on critical
consciousness offers as I delve into a culture of curricular reform that incorporates
the narrative concurrent with critical education. This narrative can also contribute to
an ongoing theoretical discussion on curriculum theory and create possibilities for a
curriculum that develops and sustains a culture of diversity and multiplicity as
students rediscover the awe and wonder of learning about themselves and the world
around them.
Espousing Rumi and Freire’s philosophies and applying my interpretation of
them to the field of curriculum requires the inclusion of moral, ethical, and spiritual
qualities. For Rumi, imparting knowledge onto the students in a particular subject
area does not and cannot ensure their active engagement in the learning process. It is,
therefore, essential to weave in the students’ own experiences into the curriculum in
different ways including through stories. For Freire, as a liberatory educator, the
curriculum must be emergent (Freire & Shor, 1987). In such a curriculum, the
students and teachers work alongside each other as they try to change the object of
knowledge into one of dialogue (Shor, 1987). This is aimed at countering a discourse
where “the instrumentalization of curriculum, the proliferation of testing, and the
ramification of new forms of hyperdiscipline seek to violate subjectivities as much as
to produce them” (De Lissovoy, 2008, p. 3).
The term curriculum can mean any number of things to educators and
researchers (Barnett & Coates, 2005; Fraser & Bosanquet, 2006). In a study by
Fraser and Bosanquet (2006) four different categories emerged when academics
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were asked to conceptualize their understanding of curriculum. These categories
include the structure and content of a unit, program of study, the students’
experience of learning, and a dynamic and interactive process of teaching and
learning (Fraser & Bosanquet, 2006, p. 272). Neary (2003) distinguishes between the
process-driven model of curriculum that focuses on activities and effects and the
product model that underlines plans and outcomes. The existence of a myriad of
models for curriculum development has yet to translate into a single definition of
curriculum all experts agree on (Sahlberg, 2011).
The word curriculum is derived from the Latin verb currere, which refers to
an ancient horse race or a track used for horse racing. The word currere, as the
infinitive root of the Latin term curriculum, indicates circularity or actively running
toward something. For Pinar (1994), currere is about participating “in the
constitution and transformation of ourselves” (p. 74): a form of autobiographical
reflection that acknowledges the significance of subjectivity and narrative voice.
According to Pinar et al. (1995),
Curriculum ceases to be a thing, and it is more than a process. It becomes a
verb, an action, a social practice, a private meaning, and a public hope.
Curriculum is not just the site of our labor, it becomes the product of our
labor, changing as we are changed by it. (Pinar et al. 1995, p. 848)
Currere as the noun curriculum, however, has a greater sense of staticity as
opposed to the dynamic quality ascribed to curriculum models that embody a
flowing and transitory conception of knowledge. For a curriculum to maintain its
dynamicity, knowledge needs to be negotiated and continually recreated in a field of
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possibilities. Thus, curriculum as a principle-driven phenomenon that guides and
fosters specific learning experiences is altogether different from currere as a
dynamic concept that varies in scope and content and allows for implicit educational,
moral, and spiritual values to be cultivated in learning spaces.
McKernan (2008) posits that a curriculum is “concerned with what is
planned, implemented, taught, learned, evaluated and researched in schools and at all
levels of education” (p. 4). In this vein, curriculum development contributes to both
research and design as an iterative process that deals with reviewing, planning,
developing, implementing, and maintaining the curriculum (Eisner & Vallance,
1974). Curriculum orientations inform the formulation of learning objectives, how
students express their agency, content selection, and pedagogical approaches and
assumptions. According to Ornstein and Hunkins (2009), curriculum development
needs to explore how a “curriculum is planned, implemented and evaluated, as well
as what people, processes and procedures are involved” (p. 15). Curriculum scholars
have identified a number of orientations that deal with the principles of design,
planning, implementation, and evaluation. These include cognitive process,
curriculum as technology, curriculum for self-actualization, curriculum for social
reconstruction, academic rationalism, and the practical integrative curriculum (Eisner
& Vallance, 1974; McNeil, 1995; Schubert, 1986; Schwab, 1970).
To deconstruct the neoliberal narrative, it is imperative to incorporate a
curriculum development model that espouses an intersubjectivist paradigm and is
continuously evolving: A curriculum that cultivates a socially just teaching and
learning environment, encourages moral and ethical conduct, and ultimately sows the
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seeds of transformation both internally and in the external world. In this context,
embracing a contrapuntal pedagogy has been recommended as an effective
alternative (Said, 1993). Contrapuntal pedagogy juxtaposes Eurocentric and nonmainstream literatures in an effort to not only introduce different perspectives but
also directly engage with various cultures. Said (1993) maintains that through such
dynamic processes of meaning-making, the colonizer and the colonized undergo
transformation as they learn about and experience one another’s technologies,
lifestyles, community, spirituality, and modes of governance.
Adopting a critical outlook toward curriculum development is an important
factor considering that contemporary curricula lack diversity as they fail to fully
engage with alternative discourses. Curricula that highlight individualized learning
experiences over wisdom and spiritual development also have the capacity to breed
apathy and disengagement among learners and educators. A curriculum that
embodies a nomadic component, however, is celebrated for its placelessness and
ability to function on alternate playing fields.
This research attempts to integrate knowledge constructs that advance the
learners’ sense of agency by interlocking Freire and Rumi’s philosophical
dispositions using Deleuzian concepts. This is a challenging task in a field where
experts have already developed a plethora of concepts and models to conceptualize a
‘framework’ for analyzing and comparing curricula. As we embark on this journey,
it would be constructive to briefly explore the history of curriculum design and trace
its development from the start of the 20th century.
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6.2. A Historical Sketch of Curriculum Development
Tracking developments and scrutinizing curriculum design strategies can
help identify what models are most reflective of the needs of the contemporary
educational context. In Analysis of 100 Years of Curriculum Design, Kelting-Gibson
(2013) analyzes fifteen historical and contemporary curriculum designs prevalent
across North America. I explore several of these designs in an effort to paint a
picture of the curriculum past and present in hopes of improving curriculum future.
To accomplish this, it is essential to take a step back and review how the locus of
responsibility has shifted since the time State authorities prepared and approved lists
of specific subjects to be taught in educational institutions.
Initially, it was the expansion of the Industrial Revolution that led to strong
public sentiments toward vocational education in the early 1900’s. The start of the
20th century also witnessed a transformation in the way curriculum was perceived.
There was a desire to develop curriculum more scientifically in an effort to mould
students into productive members of society (Kliebard, 1995; Orstein & Hunkins,
1998; Marshall, Sears, & Schubert, 2000). The intellectual climate of the 1920’s
produced a paradigm-shift that saw curriculum as a field of professional activity
(Kliebard, 1968).
In the years leading to this transformation, Franklin Bobbit published The
Curriculum (1918), which came to serve as a pillar for social scientists interested in
this field. According to Bobbit (1924), "The major task of curriculum-making at
present is the discovery of the goals in a general way and this general planning of the
general outlines of the routes" (p. 5). While the emergence of curriculum as a field of
182

professional work and scientific study was praised, not everyone welcomed the
behavioural objectives it promoted. Kliebard (1968) criticizes the behavioural
tendencies in the works of theoreticians like Bobbit and stresses, “from a moral point
of view, the emphasis on behavioural goals ... still borders on brainwashing or at
least indoctrination rather than education" (Kliebard, 1968, p. 246). In light of such
criticisms, curriculum development throughout the 1930s involved administrators,
teachers, and curriculum specialists in the design process. As teachers assumed more
responsibility in curriculum development, the inclusion of student experience also
gained considerable traction. Caswell and Campbell (1935), who adopted a more
process-oriented approach to curriculum design, established that “an adequate
curriculum can be developed only when all elements in the experience of the learner
are considered” (p. 69).
Kliebard (1968) traces the influence of behavioural objectives in the works of
more contemporary curriculum theorists like Ralph Tyler. In Basic Principles of
Curriculum and Instruction, Tyler (1949) proposed a model of curriculum
development that continues to impact the field to this day. Tyler (1949) sets out the
basic steps of curriculum design in the form of four questions:
(1) What educational purposes should the school seek to attain?
(2) What educational experiences can be provided that are likely to attain these
purposes?
(3) How can these educational experiences be effectively organized?
(4) How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained? (Tyler, 1950,
p. 1)
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Ornstein and Hunkins (2009) assert that Tyler’s curriculum development model
“summed up the best principles of curriculum making for the first half of the
twentieth century” (p. 93). But it was Tyler’s emphasis on behavioral objectives and
mechanistic orientation toward curriculum that exposed his foundational work to
serious criticism. Despite reigning supreme for nearly three decades, Tyler’s
principles eventually fell out of favour and were eventually reinterpreted, expanded,
or completely revised by educators and curriculum design experts.
In an effort to move beyond the modernism-scientific tradition, curriculum
theorists established more dynamic paradigms for curriculum development (Slattery,
2006). In this context, educators are invited to enter a postmodern space where
dynamic patterns can emerge:
The postmodern would be that which, in the modern, puts forward the
unpresentable in presentation itself; that which denies itself the solace of
good forms, the consensus of a taste which would make it possible to share
collectively the nostalgia for the order to impart a stronger sense of the
unpresentable. (Lyotard, 1992, p. 148)
Despite significant strides toward a postmodern curriculum in recent years, the
premise of social efficacy movement continues to have a lasting impact on the field
of curriculum development.
Efforts to revitalize the field of curriculum studies and engage in
conversations about different models of education and curriculum development have
raised important questions. In an era known for its post-modernist and post-
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reconceptualist features, the field of curriculum has transitioned from a moribund
state to a considerably more hybrid space:
Post-reconceptualization rather than being a break or a shift in the terms for
curriculum studies scholarship, seems to foreground new sensibilities within
the field: (1) flux and change; (2) hybrid spaces; (3) reading differently; (4)
divergent perspectives; (5) different contexts;(6) status question; and (7)
understudied histories. (Malewski, 2010, p. 536)
The multiplicity of voices that emerged sought greater commitment to a rigorous
exploration of various dimensions in the field of curriculum development. This
included the inclusion of the “uniqueness of each individual person, text, event,
culture, and education” (Slattery, 2006, p. 146) in the curriculum. Curriculum as a
conversation (Paraskeva, 2004) has been asking other important questions such
“What is worthwhile? What is worth knowing, experiencing, needing, doing, being,
becoming, overcoming, sharing, and contributing?” (Schubert, 2009, p.176).
The future needs a postmodern curriculum that advances constant reshaping
of content and celebrates difference. This curriculum urges learners to engage in
lifelong learning and become aware of their role as agents of change in society. In
this space, learners are perceived as co-constructors of knowledge and learning is the
dynamic synthesis of knowledge, skills, and dispositions that apply across different
learning spaces (Usher & Edwards, 1994). A postmodern curriculum is not in the
business of enticing learners with immediate gratification and stresses on the role of
learners as knowledge co-constructors.
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The postmodern curriculum is concerned with preparing students for ‘a
brave new world’ (Huxley, 2007) where they can anticipate the challenges of an
increasingly complex and unpredictable future. This curriculum disrupts educational
institutions’ longstanding role as reproducers of the status quo and existing power
structures. In the postmodern curriculum, the local is celebrated as spontaneity,
provisionality, and uncertainties are embraced for their transformative potential. The
nonlinear postmodern curriculum thrives in a fragmented space as a form of
curriculum-in-action (Barnett & Coate, 2005, p. 3). Educational spheres that
incorporate a postmodern curriculum are indeed demonstrating their commitment to
"critical thinking, discovery learning, theological inquiry, autobiographical analysis,
ecological sustainability, aesthetic wide-awakeness, social justice, compassion, and
ecumenism" (Slattery, 2006, p. 109).
Espousing an efficacious model of curriculum development rooted in the
works of a generation of curriculum theorists can assist in the process of material
development. In an effort to design a curriculum that is “more challenging and
intrinsically motivating” (Thijs & van den Akker, 2009), I want to explore the
addition of a dimension that incorporates the inner learning experiences of students.
In the chaotic pace of curriculum design, adopting the appropriate curriculum
development model can be a challenge for educators and policymakers. The
oscillation between traditional curriculum development models and contemporary
ones has created a space where learners can engage in different activities that allows
them to view themselves as ‘insiders’ alongside the teachers and curriculum
developers.
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Implementing a comprehensive and contextualized model requires curricular
developers to ask questions such as how morality and ethical issues are addressed in
curricula. In a rapidly changing world, the existence of a curriculum development
model that moves beyond producing superficial changes as it re-evaluates and
revises itself is essential. In a space thriving with plurality, this study seeks a
curriculum development model inspired by the philosophies of Rumi and Freire and
infused with Deleuzian concepts, for educators, researchers, and curriculum
developers. By adopting multiple narratives, I hope to add to a conversation that
problematizes the field’s linear progression and creates a snapshot of what the future
of curriculum could hold.
6.3. Rhizomatic Curriculum
The Deleuzian concept of rhizome allows for a greater role for a dialectic
construction of knowledge in the context of curriculum design. In a rhizomatic
curriculum, learning experiences take on personal as well as social dimensions and
knowledge is creatively co-constructed. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) believe that
rhizomatic thought has the potential to permeate educational spaces as it moves in
different directions. The rhizome, as a way of becoming, contrasts static thinking as
it constantly redirects and morphs into new beings. Rhizomatic thought desires a
becoming existence and extends a discourse of multiplicity that ‘makes random,
proliferating and decentred connections’ (Colebrook, 2002, p. xxvii). Deleuze and
Parnet (1987) assert, “In a multiplicity what counts are not... the elements, but what
there is between, the between, a site of relations which are not separable from each
other. Every multiplicity grows in the middle” (p. viii).
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Rhizomatic thought is deeply embedded in the postmodern curriculum due to
its ability to function outside the confines of divisional structures. A rhizomatic
curriculum embraces chaos and creativity as it breaks with binary structures and
adopts a pluralistic discourse. Possessing a dynamic quality, this curriculum is not
content to settle and is always changing and moving. It espouses a transformative
power, which Wallin (2010) describes as “a new lineage for the field of curriculum
that is oriented to the problem of difference and multiplicity” (p. x). A curriculum
inspired by Deleuze’s conceptual creation, the rhizome, is generative and has a
desire to create. What distinguishes this curriculum from others is the lack of a
beginning or an end and the existence of a middle milieu where moving in a linear
line is nearly impossible. This curriculum is a collective creation considering that
“the rhizome is always an ―acentered, non-hierarchical, invasive, and chaotic mass
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 21). In this curriculum, there is a shift of focus from
the static body of knowledge to the dynamic process of knowing (Wallin, 2010). The
rhizomatic curriculum enhances the prospects for educational metamorphoses
through its unlimited possibilities for connections.
Educational spaces that function as societal moulds lack the malleability of a
rhizomatic sphere that allows for infinite possibilities. In this context, learners “must
collaboratively decide on direction, research subject matter, consider possibilities,
ponder approaches, hypothesize outcomes, conceptualize strategies, integrate
experience, and communicate insights” (Birden, 2012, n.p). The unpredictable
dynamics of rhizomatic curriculum can slow down the march toward conformity in
the face of "a narrowing of curriculum, a trend that sucks all enrichment and love of
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learning out of education while creating a 'drill and kill' focus on reading, writing,
and math to the exclusion of everything else" (Stanton, 2001, n.p). The disruption of
social practices viewed as stable forces (Livingston, 2000) allows the learner to
become part of the experience and engender change in a space where the
“curriculum does not exist, it just happens” (Pinar et al., 1995, p. 483). As coconstructors of knowledge, learners and educators create lines of flight that allow
them to escape the structure imposed by the central power (Deleuze & Guattari,
1987). The rhizomatic mindset does not seek to replace as much as it is interested in
rupture and to undo fixed binaries and frameworks. Rhizomatic thinking is a network
that is constantly looking for the next link since “any point of a rhizome can be
connected to anything other, and must be. This is very different from the tree or root,
which plots a point, fixes an order” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 7).
A rhizomatic curriculum takes on a critical and participative role where it
becomes “intensely historical, political, racial, gendered, phenomenological,
autobiographical, aesthetic, theological, and international. Curriculum becomes the
site on which the generations struggle to define themselves and the world” (Pinar et
al., 1995, p. 848). The learner and educator evolve and change alongside the
curriculum in a transformational process of redevelopment. Doll (1993) posits that
the transformative potential of educational experiences stem from a focus on the
individual as s/he engages in different experiences and unsettles the sedentary
culture that prevents thoughts from moving into unfamiliar spaces. The rhizomatic
way of thinking allows students to envision alternative ways of being and identifies
the contradictions and inconsistencies experienced by the learner. Rhizomatic

189

thought creates a space of constant wandering that disrupts sedentary behavior since
“the rhizome is not a journey toward a fixed end, as denoted by the standards, but
wanderings along a ‘moving horizon’ (Deleuze, 2004, p. xix).
A static curriculum with clearly defined boundaries is quite different from a
curriculum derived from the Deleuzian concept of rhizome:
The goal of [this] curriculum is to affect central power mechanisms,
proliferate infinite political thoughts, and shatter the concepts of classes,
sexes, gender, and race. A Deleuzian perspective on curriculum is a
methodology that deconstructs present social structures to show how
everything is indeed ambiguous and what has been created by people can also
be uncreated by people. (Livingston, 2000, p. x)
This is a curriculum that resists a dystopian future with a system of values insensitive
to the neoliberal impact on the homogenization of culture and exacerbation of
inequalities:
Today, students are being primed to take their place within a market
increasingly organized and driven by information technologies, while
teachers are impelled to realize their practices within the model of efficiency
and manageability offered by emerging modes of digital delivery. (Wallin,
2010, p. 168)
Navigating curriculum scholarship in a postmodern setting allows curriculum to be
viewed as an act of creation, than one of production: an act of creation that generates
new flows at all times. A curriculum that embraces difference and multidimensionality can also work as a site of resistance while the teacher and learner
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work interchangeably to advance a culture of critical reflection. The focus of such a
curriculum is to create new realities for future generations (Macdonald, 1986).
A curriculum that endorses compassion toward others, while at the same time
laying emphasis on concepts such as ethics, courage, honor, and justice, necessitates
that learners explore their inner selves. This is particularly important because, “The
modern age and its forms of education and mass media can readily kill awe . . .
Education that ignores awe kills the soul” (Fox, 1998, p. 50). According to Slattery
(2006), the “ethic of exclusion which walls off a discourse of the soul from
educational practices is debilitating, untenable, and dangerous (p.107).
Meanwhile, Rumi pulls the conceptual rug out from under us and replaces it
with an emphasis on a transformed state of consciousness. Rumi’s stories have the
potential to eschew pre-established ways of thinking and as Deleuze would have it
find a way through the cracks to resist the striations imposed by domineering power
structures. Rumi’s stories ratify a form of knowledge construction that is particularly
effective for learners who have lost their sense of wonder and awe. These stories are
not only inspirational they also provide learners with newfound enthusiasm for an
education that leads to action.
Spirituality as a conduit to a higher source helps learners locate themselves
not through the lens of consumption, but through the lens of transformative meaning
making practices. The exposure of more and more areas of learners’ lives to
neoliberal narratives has subordinated the pursuit of virtues and in-depth learning to
the logic of the market. The growing emphasis on individualism has led to fears of
‘social decay’ as ‘spiritual deafness’ paves the way toward anarchy (Hay, 1997, p.
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6). In this vein, an education that is spiritually centered “clashes with a detailed,
closely prescribed curriculum driven predominantly by utilitarian, goal-orientated
and economic considerations” (Woods et al., 1997, p. 37). At a time of educational
stagnation, to revive a sense of interconnectedness, consciousness presents itself as a
form of resistance. In celebrating the revival of the consciousness, Weiner (2007)
maintains that educators must imbue learners with imagination grounded in historical
and social relevance.
In a Freirean inspired curriculum, imagination and wonder also play a critical
role.
It is through the imagination, the realm of pure possibility that we freely
make ourselves to be who or what we are, that we creatively and
imaginatively become who we are, while in the process preserving the
freedom and possibility to be yet otherwise than what we have become and
merely are. (Madison,1988, p. 191)
In a curriculum motivated by Freirean ideals, teachers and learners are coparticipants in the making of the curriculum as they explore deeper possibilities for
becoming. Such a curriculum builds on the momentum that is created through the
collaboration between students and educators. In this spirit, Freire (2000) encourages
us to rethink the principles of difference and to explore the tensions that might arise
from tapping into alternative discourses.
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6.4. The Imaginal Curriculum
The increasing commercialization of public education has exacerbated a
systematic effort to conform learners and educators and undermine their resilience.
The process through which certain educational values are relegated to a secondary
status only adds to the concern that once education follows a business model, the
remainder of its autonomy is compromised through excessive control over educators,
curricula, and learners (Margolis, 2001). To disrupt this trend, I propose embracing
research on curriculum development models that help reinvigorate education as a
beacon of hope and possibility and unleash the nomadic potential in learners. I
understand nomadic potential as a form of belonging that rejects an individualized
notion of identity and instead views learners as beings capable of taking collective
action with and for others. This is in contrast to the neoliberal curriculum where safe
spaces for criticism continue to erode and principles of social justice do not prevail.
In this context, I propose an imaginal curriculum that is interested in
deconstruction and dismisses contents that sabotage learners’ efforts to be agents of
social and personal change. I understand imaginal as developed by Henry Corbin,
who derived the term from the Latin mundus imaginalis (the intermediary level of
reality) and the Persian na-koja-abad (the land of nowhere). In advancing the
imaginal curriculum, I tap into the seven stages of enlightenment advanced by Rumi
in an effort to unfold the potential insights it may offer the field of curriculum
development. I also embrace Freire’s vision that allows educators to reverse the
neoliberal tendency that frames pedagogical questions as technical ones and instead
reinstates the importance of the human experience in the curriculum. While Deleuze
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calls for new forms of existence that operate without reference to the future, Freire
encourages us to collectively explore and construct different forms of knowledge.
The role of a Freirean educator is to develop and implement a “critical curriculum”
that encourages students to “take action’’(Edelsky, 1999, p. 30): a curriculum that
invites students to challenge educational and social inequities and question hidden
agendas that prevent them from becoming more fully human.
As previously indicated, curriculum theorists have continuously dealt with a
dichotomy between cyclical and linear curriculum development approaches.
Following curriculum scholar Joseph Schwab’s recommendation to use conventional
wisdom in a deliberative process for an understanding of curriculum, I build on
Livingston’s rhizome curriculum that is in a constant state of inbetweenness and is
rooted in Deleuze’s revival of the nomadic subject. My objective is to promote a
curriculum that has the ability to endlessly connect to any point and always function
in a middle milieu without a beginning or an end; like a na-koja-abad, it is in a place
that is nowhere. This curriculum is hostile to settled patterns of activities and
exclusionary visions of the future. Inspired by Freire’s (2000) philosophy, such a
curriculum transforms an individual’s notion of agency. This curriculum also
expands on Rumi’s views on learning through an exploration of wisdom and
imagination in an effort to reach an alternative transformative paradigm. This is
where imagination takes on a life of its own as it mediates between the world of
sensibility and understanding. I draw attention to how engaging in Rumi’s
philosophies empowers learners and educators to envision a world where they are
capable of enacting change beyond their immediate scope. In search of a curriculum
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that advances critical thinking and spiritual growth, I have segmented the discussion
of the imaginal curriculum into seven sections inspired by the seven stages of
enlightenment adopted from Rumi’s works where learners are guided in their pursuit
of inner wisdom. I have expanded on a diagram by Enteshari (2011) and interpreted
these stages in line with the current study.

RUMI’S SEVEN STAGES OF ENLIGHTENMENT
Farsi
Talab
Eshgh

Translation
The desire to know

Love

Marefat

Knowledge of all

Esteghna

Content

Translation

My Interpretation

Thirst/

Seek/

Search

Problematize

Devotion

Passion

Science & wisdom
Ethics
Equanimity

Experience
Insight
Independent
Empowered

Tohid

Unity

Oneness

Heyrat

Wonder

Questioning

Identity

Awe
Imagination

Faghr & Fana

Poverty &
annihilation

Nothing-ness

Becoming at one with a
cause
Fully immersed
Activism

These seven stages advance a subjective consciousness in pursuit of the path to inner
wisdom and the desire to become insan-e-kamil. According to Enteshari (2011),
these stages involve the educational and ethical development of learners where an
educational experience is not considered complete until students have successfully
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passed the seven stages. For Rumi, the most complete stage of human development
happens in the stage of love.
Rumi advocates developing an authentic voice to help learners develop and
be understood within society (Enteshari, 2011). This is where imagination as rooted
in im-ago or ‘I act from within’ (Armitage, 2012) becomes a space within which the
soul reveals its creative potential through the language of symbols and metaphors. In
the spirit of resistance against domineering narratives, the ongoing presence of
imagination and creativity becomes absolutely essential. In a curriculum that values
becoming over being, creativity is required to imagine a disruption of the status quo
and the possibility of alternative futures. A curriculum informed by Rumi’s
philosophies challenges such discourses by illuminating reality for what it is and
endorsing a culture where learners have the power to confront untruths and false
generosities. It is, therefore, important to explore how Rumi’s philosophies can be a
platform for the struggle against a naïve perception of life and examine nomadic
qualities as they flow through Rumi’s poems and stories in the context of curriculum
development.
Through an in-depth analysis of the nomadic discourses in Rumi’s writings, I
trace some of the ways curriculum development can and should be positioned within
and beyond the changing context of education. The creative and imaginative nature
of this kind of curriculum incorporates a never-ending process of becoming. In this
context, I juxtapose Deleuze’s notion of ‘group fantasy’ and the need to eradicate
manifestations of fascism from our beings with Rumi’s spiritual consciousness and
the necessity to move beyond binaries and enter into a third space. In addition, I
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incorporate Freire’s view that identity and meaning are constantly negotiated and coconstructed in a curriculum. Freirean pedagogy also invites curriculum developers to
create counterdiscourses through acts such a storytelling. In this context, an essential
point to consider for the critical educator is how to involve learners in the co-making
of the critical curriculum (Shor, 1987): A curriculum that needs to be “contested,
complex and multidimensional” (Burke & Jackson 2007, p. 166). This helps develop
the learners’ sense of agency and the ‘self’ along with a desire for knowledge
creation. In such a dynamic space, the imaginal curriculum is interactive, modifiable,
and possesses rhizomatic qualities of heterogeneity and multiplicity. Here, the
individuals’ growth is tied into the needs of the society and the world as learners
seek

to

understand

concepts,

create

their

own

stories,

and synthesize

multidimensional relationships.
The imaginal curriculum works to problematize a discourse that preserves the
present to ensure existing power structures in educational spaces continue to remain
intact for the future. Accordingly, I expand on contemporary models of curriculum
and add to the conversation on curriculum development. In so doing, I extend a
paradigm built on critical resistance practices and recommend various courses of
action that are rooted in social justice, learners’ unlimited nomadic potential, Freire’s
emphasis on critical consciousness, and Rumi’s focus on collective and spiritual
identities. To embrace a curricular reform that incorporates the narrative concurrent
with an imaginal curriculum, important questions need to be asked:
 How can curriculum scholars incorporate aspects of nomadism into an imaginal
curriculum?
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 How can an imaginal curriculum that thrives in the realm of unpredictability,
function as a dynamic alternative to a neoliberal curriculum that engenders
predictability?
 To incorporate Rumi’s seven stages of enlightenment and Freirean critical
pedagogical praxis, how can a desire for knowledge, ethics of care, wisdom, and
social and spiritual activism be promoted within learners through the imaginal
curriculum?
 How can a symbiotic relationship between teachers and learners be advanced
through an imaginal curriculum?
This curriculum's ontology is one of practice that unmasks an illusory vision
of reality in favour of a conscious and undetermined reality. The importance of this
curriculum is also manifest in the teacher’s position as a role model, mediator, and
knowledge co-constructor, who enables learners to narrate their stories and suggests
strategies that expose different manifestations of hegemony in order to diffuse it. The
imaginal curriculum encourages the development of a rationality that seeks to disrupt
a seemingly unconstructive trend in education policies. In this respect, the
willingness to be exposed to a bare reality can be a source of transformation and
unpredictability for learners.
Rumi advises us to delve into the inner workings of our consciousness and
the soul in an effort to find the common threads that bond human beings. Freire, too,
advocates a praxis that entails the transformation of the educator’s practice and
opens up spaces for deliberation. Accordingly, the transformation that is sought
through such a curriculum “is clearly a tension-filled process that necessarily entails
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discomfort and disruption” (Maistry, 2011, p. 130). Thus, evading illusive scenarios
must be in line with the individuals’ willingness to move toward the essence of their
being: to their soul. The imaginal curriculum encourages learners to engage in the
construction of conscious thought that is transformative in nature. Building on
foundations that allow for the envisioning of a different future can pave the way for
learners and educators to identify as spiritual activist scholars. In this vein, educators
and learners should be encouraged to embrace otherness in its various
manifestations. In this context, an imaginal curriculum based on Rumi’s seven stages
of enlightenment and Freire’s critical pedagogy can inform the field of curriculum
inquiry. The following suggestions can capture the interest of learners and stir their
imagination

in

an

effort

to

rediscover

meaning,

interdependence,

and

interconnectedness.

Features of an Imaginal Curriculum
An imaginal curriculum’s first quest is to rekindle a
sense of wanting and seeking in learners. This can be
accomplished by espousing a critical discourse that
seeks to problematize the learners’ ideological and
pedagogical stances. Complicating stable structures in
hopes of creating a greater sense of agency through a
series of problematizations:

Talab

Seek /
Problematize

o Unsettling traditional paradigms in education
o Problematizing the relationship between self
and other
o Disrupting the dominant culture of power
o Problematizing common sense assumption
o Unsettling established binaries
o Problematizing hegemonic discourses and
reflecting on alternatives
o Interrupting the link between education and
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employment
o Problematizing the lack of pluralism in
educational spaces
Learners as seekers of knowledge of the self, society,
and universe are encouraged to break the chains of
oppression to the false self and reflect critically on the
global shifts in power relations.
An imaginal curriculum seeks to instil different passions
in students: a passion for learning, living, and making a
difference.
Educators and curriculum developers need to explore
how to cultivate conscious and creative passions in
learners and practice trading predictability for a space of
vulnerability and unpredictability.
Teachers can model passionate learning by expressing
their earnest enthusiasm in the learning process in
relation to issues they care about.

Eshgh
Passion

Teachers can engender a sense of passion for learning by
including stories that impact the lives of students in the
curriculum.
The fusion of passion and activism can awaken a strong
sense of justice in the learners’ consciousness. This can
lead to the death of the false self and a desire to serve
others.
Fostering creativity and curiosity is a driving force of
passion as students practice loving something for its own
sake.
In an imaginal curriculum learners and educators are
involved in the co-construction of knowledge that leads
to insight.

Experience /

Learning experiences through community engagement,
mentorship, and apprenticeship help students develop
insight and clarity as they learn to connect to deeper
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Marefat

Insight

sources.

/Wisdom

Learners can experience a greater sense of security by
relating themselves to their fellow human beings
through love and wisdom.
Learners can experience being insightful and
participative as opposed to consistent and predictable
through activities such as reflective reading and
exploring the biographies of exceptional individuals.
The pursuit and practice of wisdom is vital to the
educational experience and teachers can partake in a
continual process of co-construction of knowledge by
opening themselves up to learners in an authentic way.
Seeking wisdom is both an individual and a collective
endeavour and is guided by values, ethics, and a strong
sense of care and compassion for oneself and others.
Fostering wisdom and a multidimensional expansion of
consciousness can be attained by adopting practices that
enhance self-awareness and counter the decline of moral
standards.
An imaginal curriculum works to empower learners by
giving voice to local, global, and personal concerns.
Through empowerment, learners embrace dissension and
difference and engage in a transformative dialectic of
change and acceptance.

Esteghna

Independent /
Empowered

Through in-depth reflection, learners are empowered
with voice and agency as they develop oppositional
discourses of resistance.
Learners and educators need to critically decode
discourses that disconnect them from their fellow
citizens and transcend beyond their own struggles in an
effort to bring substantive change to the present.
To encourage independence, educational objectives can
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be aimed at rejuvenating communities and empowering
local citizens and institutions to address issues
pertaining to injustice and inequality.
By decentralizing the curriculum, learners will be
empowered to navigate increasingly complex learning
landscapes.
The role of identity is a central premise in the imaginal
curriculum. Students are encouraged to imagine a realm
beyond the narrow confines of the classroom, which
prevents them from constructing a sense of shared
identity.
By endorsing a culture of unity, learners practice coexisting with others in diverse discourses and this
informs a sense of identity and value that leads to
meaningful participation and interaction.
Learners’ desire to develop and negotiate their own
identity in educational spaces is a top priority for the
imaginal curriculum.

Tohid
Unity/Identity

Educators need to include activities that permeate the
consciousness of learners at both the individual and
societal level by urging students to reflect upon their
sense of identity.
While the learners’ sense of identity is partly socially
constructed, the interface of individual agency with
social constrains and opposition allows students to
create and recreate their identity within new categories
that includes citizen, activist, and spiritual scholar.
The learners’ search for new identities can become a site
of struggle by practicing inclusion and honoring
diversity. In this context, the curriculum can promote a
space where learners are compelled to self-scrutinize on
a continuous basis.
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This curriculum revives a sense of wonder and
imagination in learners and teachers.
An imaginal curriculum aspires to excite the deepest
levels of human curiosity, cultivate the power of
imagination, and encourage the pursuit of life-long
learning.
By encouraging inquiry, learners will relish in the joy of
consciously discovering the mysteries of their inner
selves and the universe.
An imaginal curriculum invokes the desire to engage
with the world and rekindles a sense of wonder that is
lacking in educational spaces.
The invigorating potential of imagination creates a space
for learners to transform their emotions and experiences
into conscious knowledge and transformative empathy.
Awe /
Imagination

Heyrat

The tension between an imaginal curriculum and one
that is aligned with neoliberal forms of thought is fertile
ground for the emotional dimensions of experiences that
inform learning.
Imagination is the missing link that helps learners reach
for creative solutions to seemingly inflexible problems.
Imagination as action taps into the learners’ capacity to
create and function as portals that link the unlimited
world of possibilities to the now.
Imagination can be used as an exercise of personal
growth with dynamic possibilities that challenge striated
modes of thinking.
The imaginal curriculum tackles the disconnect between
imagination and knowledge.
For the imaginal curriculum to be implemented
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successfully it is essential for educators and learners to
become engaged in various personal, social, political,
economic, and cultural forms of activism.
Raising activist voices in traditional academic settings
helps learners merge their academic work with their
personal, spiritual, political, or social ideals.
The imaginal curriculum resists, raises awareness,
creates, and turns the class into a site of production.

Faghr &
Fana

Fully
Immersed
Activism

By embracing an ethics of educated risk, the activism
that plays out against the backdrop of neoliberalism, can
build bridges with the larger community.
Resisting the neoliberal imaginary creates an impetus for
action that needs to be rooted in the learners’ willingness
to eradicate the fascist elements of the false self.

As a negotiated project, the imaginal curriculum allows for learning outcomes to
emerge organically so that learners and educators can engage in the making of new
possibilities of knowledge. The imaginal curriculum is a reinvention of the learners’
subjectivities and a reflection of the beings both teachers and learners aspire to
become. This curriculum, as a site for transformation, incorporates constant acts of
reconstruction where new stories emerge as the learners and teachers transition from
beings to becomings.
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Chapter 7-Recommendations
7.1. Revisiting Research Questions
This dissertation is an exploration of alternative learning models inspired by
the works of Freire and Rumi and infused with Deleuzian constructs. The notion of
the spiritual activist scholar comes alive through an exploration of the nomadic
quality in Freire and Rumi’s writings. Underscoring the importance of spiritual
activist scholarship, this study is formative in nature, and hence its objective is to
inform and problematize. Reflecting on the implications of the first six chapters, the
final chapter is a call for experiment in an effort to broaden the objectives and
strengthen the literature that encourages spiritual activist scholarship. This intends to
not only reinforce the liberal leaning ideals promoting the autonomy and critically
engaged citizenship of individuals, but also to participate in research that promotes
activism. What I sought to do throughout my arguments is to generate a theoretical
and analytical shift toward spiritual activist scholarship through which the neoliberal
logic is problematized and destabilized. This shift allows me to focus on how reform
discourses, particularly within the educational philosophies of Paulo Freire, Rumi,
and Deleuze, can work to challenge the ubiquitous discourse of neoliberalism. My
research began with the stated goal of exploring the contradictory nature of
neoliberalism and how it produces and cares for individuals who espouse an
undisputed faith in free-markets, are individualistic, and assume a noninterventionist approach to issues pertaining to social justice as well as personal and
spiritual advancement.
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In response to the first question on how unleashing the nomadic potential in
learners can impact the current educational climate permeated by the sedentary
values of neoliberalism, this dissertation offers several possibilities. Capitalizing on
Deleuze’s argument that the self “changes in nature as it expands its connections”
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 8), allows for the construction of creative alternatives.
The dynamics of becoming that are generated in a third space propagates a
‘continuous multiplicity’ that joins the ‘struggle for subjectivity’ (Deleuze, 2004, p.
106). The distinctive feature of ‘continuous multiplicity’ is its penchant for always
becoming other in an open space that allows movement in multiple directions.
Beneath the struggle for subjectivity and identity there exists “a no-man’s-land”
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 293) or Rumi’s na-koja-abad that allows for
alternative ways of being in the world. There, individuals are engaged in a learning
journey that incites them to bring something to life as they explore multiplicity and
otherness in the educational sphere. This is an antidote to the ‘arborescent thought’
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) that encourages the individualization of the learning
experience and nurtures a linear and divided space devoid of multiplicity and
complexity.
The multiplicity that is brought on by a perpetual movement among students,
teachers, values, curriculum, and the community creates a sense of connectivity that
leads to collective agency. The ensuing discourse is a highly charged,
transformational space where contradictions and tensions are as welcomed as love
and creativity. The involved actors do not seek a nirvana as they engage in an
ongoing improvisation in the learning sphere. Education as improvisation celebrates
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the nomadic learner, as s/he experiments with pedagogies that could lead nowhere or
perhaps to transformation, wisdom, hope, and limitless possibilities.
The learners engage in a fluid and flexible wandering as they transcend from
beings to becomings. In this state, wandering in a constant state of inbetweenness
embodies a restlessness that leads to creativity and continuous change. The tension
that exists between sedentary learning spheres and nomadic ones leads to a resistance
to assimilation where motion is valued over fixation. The unexpectedness intrinsic to
nomadic learning spaces and the ability to function without a commanding centre
sets in motion the production of innovative flows. Such nomadic spaces are
characterized by a penchant for decentralism and imagining alternative ways of
learning and being.
These spaces engender an understanding that counters the education-forprofit model taking over learning environments, reinforce the connection between
educational and social justice, and assert that learners need to characterize
neoliberalism as a form of practice instead of mere ideology. This characterization
creates a setting where criticizing the fundamentals of neoliberalism in educational
spheres is no longer considered as going against common sense assumptions.
Through a critical reading of neoliberalism, learners are encouraged to
understand that even though governments exert control over their citizens with the
stated purpose of enhancing the quality of life, they also justify the elimination of
any threat to their ability to remain in power. To ensure their survival, those in power
incorporate various technologies of subjection and learners need to be aware of the
existence of these techniques in order to resist them. Learners also need to be
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cognizant of the fact that prevailing educational systems are in favor of creating
entrepreneurial individuals who are fully responsible for their failures while the
structural limitations that have led to these failures remain unquestioned. Learners
should be mindful of alternative educational experiences that do not emphasize
solely on individualism.
The idea that individuals are in control of their destiny shifts the focus of
education from its nomadic potential in a middle milieu to the private sphere of the
individual. It also deprives students from transcending beyond their self and inhibits
them from seeing the other as fellow human beings with infinite potential. Regarding
possibilities

for

transformative learning

experiences

that

diminish

the

deleterious effects of educational instrumentalism, learners are urged to engage in
educational practices that evoke their sense of agency and channel their energies
toward wonder and imagination.
In response to the second question on the possibilities for critical pedagogy to
exhibit nomadic qualities in face of educational instrumentalism, I initially
deconstructed instrumentalism at a time when more educational spaces are
succumbing to the fantasies of the neoliberal order for the sake of productivity and
profitability. I established that education’s increasing dependency on funding from
corporate sponsors has disabled much of its authority. As an alternative to
instrumentalism, I propose that educators adopt the ethics of critical pedagogy as
they explore alternate possibilities. I reaffirm Freire’s educational philosophy that
aims to demystify elements of the neoliberal discourse working to preserve the status
quo through various forms of manipulation. In addition, I argue that unless the
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untruths and acts of false generosity integral to the neoliberal order are exposed, the
future of learners as active and accountable citizens is at stake.
By exposing the pernicious workings of the neoliberal discourse, the
common sense link between education and employment is problematized and shown
to be a case of false generosity. Freire’s concern regarding the neoliberal attempt to
turn schools into training centres for future employees are also addressed. An
education that promotes civic agency identifies critical pedagogy’s assumed hostility
toward career advancement as a ‘naturalized’ assumption and a neoliberal untruth.
Critical education is in favor of eradicating all forms of poverty, thus supporting
career advancement. The point of controversy is not in critical pedagogy’s support of
adequate employment but whether educational spaces should be used for training
future employees. A critical pedagogy that advocates civic agency should unmask
the naturalized assumptions that swing the pendulum of higher education versus
employment. Freire opts for a pedagogy of intervention where educators and learners
work alongside each other to break down boundaries that prevent them from
reaching their full potential.
Efforts to break the power of civic-based institutions have limited the
conversation on what kind of education and democracy neoliberalism seeks to
sustain. Educators need to move beyond any disinformation linking education
directly to economic success and imagine a different future in line with the values of
justice, equality, conscientious citizenship, and inner transformation. By exposing
the acts of false generosity in the neoliberal discourse, the spiritual activist scholar
can take meaningful steps toward structural change in society as s/he embraces
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personal and spiritual advancement. Through a critical and dynamic reading of social
reality, a more complex realization of Freire’s vision of humanization and
responsible citizenship can work to unchain democratic values. Within this context,
education transcends its limits as engaged citizens collectively define and redefine a
future where acts of true generosity thrive.
Freire’s (1994) writings about ‘rage and love’ echoes Rumi’s war machine of
love that can work to challenge spaces where a lack of hope and an opaque reality
disempower learners and deprive them of a transformative learning experience.
Freire’s (1994) declaration that, ‘let us be postmodern: radical and utopian’ (p. 51)
rejects the dehumanization, illusions, and ideological manipulation encouraged by
neoliberalism in favor of a ’universal human ethic’ (Freire, 1998, p. 23). Passionate
in his criticism of any inaction that leads to hopelessness and despair, Freire
recommends espousing transformative critical self-consciousness. Even when there
are no guarantees of victory, critical pedagogy reveals its nomadic potential as it
promotes a culture where learners and educators engage in constructive efforts to
inspire movement and possibly change in personal and societal realms. Beyond a
deep understanding of issues is a space that engenders personal and collective praxis
and an unwavering commitment to the struggle against domineering narratives.
In the Freirean ‘adventure of hope’, learners resist the individualization
metanarrative and engage in the possible disruption of stereotypical characterizations
of themselves. The distinctive nature of nomadic consciousness allows for identities,
values, and aspirations to be shaped and reshaped in vibrant spaces. In addition, the
ongoing act of self-criticism coupled with in-depth self-reflection helps learners
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reclaim the connection between education, hope, and imagination. Envisioning
reflective and creative learning spaces in a state of constant flux allows students to
continuously practice their existence. Such emancipatory visions of education refuse
to alienate difference and blindly advocate for a pedagogy that is fragmented and
disconnected. The inbetween space mediates a form of praxis where learners are
mindful of their spiritual and moral dimensions, as they cultivate a conscientious
awareness of the complexities of the social world and their place in it.
In exploring the third research question regarding the contribution of Rumi’s
philosophies to the revival of the spiritual activist scholar, I argue that learners
should be cognizant of the need to cultivate diversity and heterogeneity. This
necessitates the acceptance of the other and goes against the individualistic narrative
in neoliberalism. Students need to understand and experience knowledge as a
prerequisite for action. Rumi expressed disdain toward any knowledge that leads to
inaction, which contrasts the intolerance displayed by neoliberalism toward activist
scholarship. In retrospect, education seems to be less concerned with activist
scholarship as the individualization trend gains momentum and the demise of
education as a public good becomes a real possibility. Exploring Rumi’s
philosophies helps us understand the roots and potential aims of prejudicial
discourses, as educators are encouraged to enhance learners’ awareness of issues
pertaining to social justice and inner transformation.
Countering the gradual replacement of humanistic, democratic, and moral
values with subjects as units of capital is another issue I have extensively addressed
in this research. In this context, I hope that through a critical reading of Rumi’s
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poems and stories and by drawing inspiration from them, I have been able to provide
intellectual scaffolding as an act of resistance to dominant discourses such as
neoliberalism.
Rumi inspires transition and growth in learners by compelling them to tackle
moral dilemmas. In this vein, Rumi derides any form of imitative knowledge that
prevents learners from reflecting both within and without. This kind of knowledge
has the propensity to ignore the moral and ethical dimensions of education. Rumi’s
writings challenge learners to be ethical beings and lead a life where they are
constantly evolving. For Rumi, floating in a space of bare reality allows learners to
flow through various sites of struggle. In advocating an education of the heart, Rumi
proposes emptying ourselves of knowledge that has limited transformative potential.
This emptying leads to a purified heart as learners engage in continuous reflection
and experience spiritual cleansing. To embark on this inward journey, individuals are
encouraged to embrace the notion of wonder.
There must be a ‘wonder’ that can sweep ‘thought’ away;
As wonder consumes/feeds on thought and memory.
Egan echoes these sentiments and submits that stories push the boundaries of the
learners’ world and develop the individuals’ imaginative power (Egan, 1992).
The greater our imaginative power, it would seem to follow, the greater our
moral autonomy. To go along with the crowd, to fit in, to do the
conventional, is in part due to not realizing the possible alternatives open to
us. (Egan, 1992, p. 165)
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In Rumi’s educational philosophy, rational thinking needs wonder if it wants to
surpass the restrictive spaces afforded by hegemonic discourses.
‘Although I am in destitute’, said the sage,
‘I am in the “wonder through wonder through wonder” stage’.
Rumi refers to imagination as a conduit for the ‘invisible world’ kindled by the heart.
Rumi avers that spiritual education opens a window upon an ‘invisible school’ that is
based on self-knowledge and can help individuals unfold their real selves.
Though you believe in the accuracy of the scholastic knowledge,
it will not open your inner eyes to invisible existence. (M VI, 263)
Rumi’s moral principles give life to a spiritual dimension of education that advances
unique human becomings. With great intensity, Rumi opposes the denial of
imagination and the lack of emphasis on the advancement of the soul for learners.
The final research question asks about the essential features of a curriculum
development model rooted in Rumi’s teachings as seen through the lens offered by
Deleuze. The question is interested in exploring how advancing an imaginal
curriculum can constitute as activist and spiritual scholarship. Through my own
transition into a spiritual activist scholar, I embrace a culture of creativity in the
realm of curriculum development. In such a space, learners and educators are coconstructors of knowledge as they welcome chaos and creativity. The imaginal
curriculum resists content that undermines learners’ potential to be agents of
personal and social change as it endlessly connects to new possibilities. The imaginal
curriculum incorporates aspects of nomadism by espousing critical thinking and
spiritual growth in accordance to the seven stages of enlightenment adopted from
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Rumi’s works. This curriculum aims to reawaken the learners’ sense of seeking and
wanting and instil a passion for a conscious understanding of the self as well as
activism. The co-construction of knowledge that leads to insight is another feature of
the imaginal curriculum that gives voice to learners and empowers them. This
curriculum also focuses on the centrality of identity as opposed to individualization
and allows learners to imagine new possibilities for existence. Ultimately, the
imaginal curriculum revives a sense of wonder and imagination as it encourages
learners and educators to engage in various social, political, economic, cultural, and
personal forms of activism. In many ways, this embodies a redefining of learning
environments as horizontal experiences where identities are continuously negotiated.
Fostering transformative curriculum spaces that permeate beyond the parameters of
the formal curriculum, allows for the exploration of the relationship between selfreflection and critical pedagogical praxis. This horizontal and shifting nomadic
curriculum is improvisatory and responsive as it works to unmask domineering
narratives in order to dismantle them.
In this dissertation, the spiritual activist scholar can be an individual
committed to visions of justice and compassion and their application toward social
and personal transformation. The synergy of spirituality and activism creates a
dimension infused with moral values and raises the individual’s awareness of social
injustices and their underlying roots while also encouraging learners to engage in a
process of constructive self-reflection. The transformation of the consciousness
enhances the spiritual dimension of the imaginal curriculum, as it works to unsettle
paradigms that lead to various forms of hegemony. The seven qualities attributed to
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the spiritual activist scholar reflect Rumi’s proclivity toward knowledge that is
transformative in nature. This activist is first and foremost a seeker of knowledge
with a restless heart and allows for a radical love that goes beyond understanding
inequalities and instils a desire for movement and action. In this rhizomatic path of
metamorphosis, this activist is in search of a space that revitalizes the collective
consciousness of the learning community. Like the nomads who were driven by their
sense of collective agency, s//he follows a similar path. In this path, storytelling
gains prominence and the spiritual activist scholar is part of a culture where sharing
experiences of pain and resistance is fundamental. In this space, storytelling allows
learners to envision a life filled with possibilities for new beginnings.
Throughout this journey, the learner never overlooks her/his role as resister
as s/he challenges stereotypes and embraces alternatives ways of being. Through this
developmental process, the spiritual activist scholar envisions alternative futures by
transforming the present. This activist aspires to challenge binaries and hierarchies in
order to experience a rhizomatic existence. Throughout it all, this individual
possesses a compassionate quality, where fierce love has transformative power. It is,
however, through activism as war machine of love, that learners are empowered to
unsettle the sedentary nature of instrumentalist education. This activist is resistance
on the move and ready to tackle the base elements of the false self as well as the
fundamentally flawed structural constructs that breed inequality and injustice in
society. This act of becoming is a call for action as learners and educators are
encouraged to question elements that undermine any vestige of moral, political, and
cultural values.
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Throughout this dissertation, I have tried to explore a too-often-silenced
spiritual dimension of activism: One that seeks to resurrect a desire for action and the
struggle to live more fulfilling lives through the union of self-advancement and
social activism. Resurrecting a pedagogy that bridges the gap between spirituality
and activism requires a closer look into the dearth of critical reflection as well as the
decline of ethical and moral values in educational spaces. From the vantage point of
an aspiring spiritual activist scholar, this research has first and foremost nurtured my
own soul and allowed for a self-reflexivity and critical self-examination that has
changed the way I view the world.
To reconcile some of the fundamental differences between critical
perspectives of education and ones that reinforce the status quo, there is a need to
engage in collective dreaming (McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2004, p. 213). For any
collective dreaming to bear fruit, I call for a synthesis of learning, action, social
change, and intense self-reflection. This is a process where learners and educators
can morph into spiritual activist scholars and societies can transform into activist
communities that work to dismantle the systematic jeopardizing of critical education.
Bridging the worlds of activism and spirituality is at the heart of my work as I
anxiously end this inquiry not with a conclusion but the resurrection of a third space
that resides in a middle milieu and like a stream moves in perpendicular directions
without a beginning or an end. Instead of specific recommendations, I hope to have
left readers with a newfound appreciation for learners and teachers as spiritual
activist scholars: individuals unafraid of experimenting with new dimensions and
mediums that lead to new becomings.
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