
Chapter 3
From Reductionism to Critical Knowledge

Thus, in the contemporary era we are still staggering from the hangover of the history 
of Western epistemology. The aforementioned epistemological theory of causal 
determination set in motion a mental image of the world as a well-oiled machine 
from which we have never recovered. Knowledge and Critical Pedagogy: An 
Introduction is a call to get beyond this epistemological prison and to move to more 
rigorous, more insightful modes of knowledge work. Indeed, whether we are teachers, 
journalists, social activists, or whatever, we need the wisdom to resist the knowl-
edges produced by FIDUROD and technologies of dominant power it creates and 
certifies. Obviously, this complex act of resistance will not be easy, for we have 
been inducted into it in insidious ways that permeate different dimensions of our 
consciousness. Yet, when we gain the ability to step back and observe the impact 
of such ways of seeing on humans around the world, the physical environment, and 
the purpose of education, we understand the importance of our task.

FIDUROD, Political Economic Considerations, 
and the Complexities of Resistance: Dealing with Oppression

The impact of dominant Western knowledges and ways of knowing become increasingly 
powerful as globalization spreads Western epistemology around the planet. Western 
economic forms and “reforms” profoundly shape the nature of daily life from 
Namibia to northern Thailand. In the name of economic development and democrati-
zation the West colonizes in yet another way the poorest nations on the planet. There 
is no doubt that historically many of the advocates of Cartesian-Newtonian-Baconian 
epistemology believed that a scientific epistemology could undermine the power 
wielders of the seventeen and eighteenth centuries—the Church and the monarchies. 
The cruel irony of epistemological history is that the same resistance-oriented 
knowledge system of a past era is employed today by the sci-tech servants of dominant 
corporate power to provide rationalization for the destructive actions of their benefactors 
(Saul, 1995).

Critical resistance to these injurious power plays of contemporary political 
economic moguls draws on knowledges produced by diverse regimes of truth. 
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52 3 From Reductionism to Critical Knowledge

One insight that many of us have gained over the last several decades involves the 
realization that different conditions produce diverse ways of thinking about and 
producing knowledge. Those who live in dissimilar places on the planet find that 
they develop unique ways of engaging with both the physical and social worlds. In 
these engagements they attend to differing phenomena and ways of conceptualizing 
their effects on their culture’s or sub-culture’s well being and survival. Thus, in this 
context critical educators begin to understand the importance of studying diverse 
socio-cultural traditions. The insights gained in such analysis provide us a plethora 
of new ideas about how we might confront dominant epistemology and the 
grotesquely unfair political economic arrangements that continue to emerge with 
its support in this Zeitgeist.

Dominant power always generates in the minds of its subjects ways of subverting 
it. Some women, although operating in the grips of patriarchal power, have, for 
example, challenged dominant masculinist representations of the way their bodies 
and minds should look and operate. This does not mean, of course, that such resist-
ance to dominant power always emanates from the oppressed—resistance comes 
from many socio-cultural and political economic locales. Subjugated experience, 
however, is one place we can look for clues to pragmatic and epistemologically 
rigorous modes of fighting domination. To exacerbate the complexity of resistance, 
it is important to note that even when we examine particular forms of subjugated 
experience and the knowledges produced from it, we still have to carefully ask what 
experiences and knowledges are relevant to the problem at hand. As much as I wish 
I could tell you something different, there is nothing simple about understanding all 
the ways knowledges from diverse settings—not only geographical and cultural—
can enhance our standing as educated people.

Diverse forms of knowledge have their benefits and limitations in relations to the 
issues we are facing. Critical researchers and educators have to understand when 
and how to use particular knowledges in their inquiry and pedagogy. Subjugated or 
indigenous peoples in their relation to Western epistemologies possess the power of 
the distanced onlooker—a perspective that can provide unique insights into numer-
ous issues. Western institutions such as education, for example, have not been con-
structed around the needs of the poor, racial minorities, women, or indigenous 
peoples. With diasporic movements of peoples and urbanization, and other social 
changes, such individuals no longer stand apart from Western societies but are the 
“others” within. In this context the perspectives they bring to education, science, 
politics, and other dimensions of the social order are more important than ever—not 
only for their own well being but for the new insights they bring to understanding 
the physical, social, and psychological worlds.

It is important to note that throughout Knowledge and Critical Pedagogy: An 
Introduction I will discuss the importance of subjugated and indigenous perspec-
tives to the construction of a just and rigorous critical epistemology. Critical 
observers understand that much of the power of the contemporary West rests upon 
the oppression of these subjugated and indigenous peoples—indeed, their land, 
labor, and resources have been used to establish the very foundations of Western 
power. When scholars begin our social, political, psychological, or educational 



inquiries from subjugated peoples’ standpoints in the web of reality, we begin to 
discern problems and concerns that were previously dismissed by individuals 
working in these domains. Post/anti-colonial theory, feminist theory, and other 
critical theories begin to appreciate the importance of subjugated perspectives in 
re-thinking the assumptions, conceptual frameworks, and epistemologies behind 
dominant cultural practices. From Africa, Asia, Latin America, indigenous peo-
ples around the world, and subjugated peoples now living in the West, we have 
been provided fresh perspectives on the nature and effects of Western epistemo-
logical assumptions.

Thus, critical knowledge is developed in collusion and solidarity with subju-
gated and indigenous peoples. Our critical epistemology works to produce a rich, 
multidimensional, thick form of data that resists the decontextualized, universalist 
knowledges of FIDUROD. Critical knowledge is neither objective nor relativist, as 
it reveals its socio-political influences and interests. It makes no effort to speak for 
the subjugated and indigenous even though it is committed to their well-being and 
freedom from oppression. Moreover, critical knowledge co-constructs new insights 
about the world, paying homage to and learning from the unique intelligences 
non-Western, colonized, and indigenous peoples have given the world. Critical 
knowledge is informed by the stories, the oral histories, the insights of the elders 
and the women from subjugated and indigenous circumstances.

From recollections of oppression, values and conceptual structures, understandings 
about the land inhabited by generations to ways of being that provide alternatives 
to Western status based and consumer driven ontologies, subjugated and indigenous 
peoples inform those of us interested in social justice, the expansion of human 
potential, constructing a transformative system of education, saving the planet 
from environmental catastrophe, and resisting the imperial designs of contemporary 
corporatized Western power wielders. FIDUROD grounded knowledge simply 
ignores these valuable epistemological resources, viewing questions raised by the 
intersection of traditional Western knowledges and subjugated/indigenous knowl-
edges as irrelevant. Even the effect of power relations among diverse groups 
of knowledge producers is not a germane issue in FIDUROD epistemologies, for 
there is virtually no interest in studying the forces that have shaped our views of 
self and world.

This is particularly problematic when we understand Western epistemology’s 
assertion that its objectivity, disinterestedness, rigorous methodology, and superior 
reason constructed the basis on which it claimed the superiority of its knowledge 
over all other knowledges produced around the world. The collapse of FIDUROD’s 
epistemological house of cards, of course, is attributable to the realization by 
diverse observers from many socio-cultural and scholarly locales that such 
Western claims are empty. As will be discussed in subsequent chapters a critical 
epistemology seeks to attend to this crisis of knowledge by beginning social, cultural, 
political economic, psychological, and pedagogical inquiry from the perspective 
of the subjugated.

Beginning our inquiries in this way raises issues and questions that lead us 
in productive and just new directions in the way we understand, say, education. 
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54 3 From Reductionism to Critical Knowledge

As a result of such new awareness we begin to appreciate the forces that have 
always shaped what is “known” and how ever changing socio-economic, political, 
and cultural realities continue to influence our ways of seeing. As numerous 
observers have pointed out, Western science is in many ways just as much a local 
knowledge as the indigenous knowledges it has viewed so condescendingly. This 
Western dismissal of subjugated and indigenous knowledges persists even long 
after peoples from around the world have recognized the unique viewpoints, dis-
cursive frameworks, and knowledge production approaches they bring to the epis-
temological table (Harding, 1998; L. Smith, 1999; Semali & Kincheloe, 1999; 
Bishop & Glynn, 2006).

Epistemological Naivete

At this point in the book I think it’s obvious to many of us that knowledge produc-
tion and the evaluation of knowledge is far more complex than is typically assumed 
in Western societies. A final notion of truth is more of a fantasy than Western sci-
ence has believed—the closer we think we get to it, the farther away it seems to 
move. Contrary to epistemological proclamations of the early nineteenth century 
German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel, we do not ride an epistemological escalator that 
as time passes takes us to a higher and higher realm of truth. A critical epistemol-
ogy is not convinced that our ability to produce knowledge is constantly improving 
and will soon provide us a faultless and total understanding of the various aspects 
of the cosmos. Such a belief to the critical epistemologist is abjectly naïve.

In addition, we cannot completely escape the cultural and historical forces that 
influence how we think and the knowledge we produce. FIDUROD wants to pro-
duce knowledge from “nowhere”—“we’re on a road to nowhere” the Talking Heads 
may have told us but that transcultural/transhistorical point doesn’t exist in the 
epistemological universe. Every place in which we operate—or at least so far as we 
have been able to imagine—occupies cultural and historical spaces. Each of these 
places is inescapably shaped by the power relations that permeate these cultural and 
historical domains. Of course, these dynamics always leave their mark on the 
research we conduct and the knowledge we produce. A pivotal aspect of a critical 
epistemology involves carefully delineating these influences, these contextual 
marks of the beast, conscientiously discerning the hidden ways epistemologies and 
regimes of truth manage the sense making process.

Contemporary Western epistemological naivete allows the political economic 
empire building of the U.S. to proceed relatively unchallenged. Indeed, the new 
geo-political/globalized empire is an epistemological as well as a political eco-
nomic domain of control. Thus, it must be studied and resisted as much around 
questions of knowledge as much as political inquiries. The deficiencies of the truth 
claims of the imperial knowledge machine must be exposed in the global quest for 
justice and human dignity. Given the knowledges produced by the imperial 
machine, observers begin to discern a form of epistemological violence in its 



representation of the history, culture, and psychology of the U.S. and the “others.” 
Of course, it is this irrational dimension of Western rationality that formed one of 
the major tenets of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory as it was articulated by 
Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Walter Benjamin, and Herbert Marcuse. In such 
a context a regime of truth could be more accurately labeled a system of lying. 
Student development in contemporary schools in the U.S. and other Western coun-
tries is complicit with their enculturation into this irrational epistemological 
domain. A successful initiation to this scholarly mode of seeing is what I am labeling 
here as epistemological naivete. To get from reductionism to critical knowledge, 
this epistemological naivete must be addressed.

In the imperial epistemology the natural world has been constructed as a passive 
and inert entity that needed to be classified and ordered for the purpose of domina-
tion. FIDUROD-based contemporary educational reforms refine this domination 
impulse and reinsert it into the sphere of teaching and learning—in both traditional 
educational spheres (schools) and the pedagogical spaces of hyperreality (media). 
Indeed, in this context all teachers and learners must be classified as effective/intel-
ligent or incompetent/slow. To preclude the possibility of teacher incompetence, all 
teaching must be ordered—that is, standardized and controlled.

In this ideological framework new forms of inequity are produced, as educa-
tional research about inequality is brushed aside as are forms of teaching and 
curriculum development that work to promote educational and social justice. Thus, 
the educational reforms for the empire create an intellectual climate where the U.S. 
and other Western societies have become increasingly uninterested in questioning 
themselves. This allows for the growth of a neo-conservative/neo-liberal epistemo-
logical absolutism that promotes the West-is-best—particularly the U.S.-is-best—
mindset devoted to free market economics, globalized economic imperialism, 
geo-political expansionism, and education as a celebration of Western supremacy 
and moral superiority (Procter, 1995; Bogle, 2003; Foley & Voithofer, 2003; 
D. Smith, 2003; Kitts, 2004; G. Jardine, 2005).

The notion that Western/U.S. economic, geo-political, epistemological and edu-
cational policies are all interrelated and mutually supportive is central to the 
empire’s cultivated naivete. The goal of educating critical democratic citizens who 
ask hard questions about the ethical and epistemological dimensions, for example, 
of both the U.S. role in the world and its global and domestic economic policies 
simply doesn’t fit the imperial mission. In fact the work of democratic, epistemo-
logically informed citizens in general does not fit such a mission. In the rhetorical 
universe of the empire’s recovery movement asking hard questions of dominant 
power is deemed an “anti-American activity” or “an act of irrationality.” The 
empire’s politics of knowledge are vicious and deadly serious about subverting cri-
tique of dominant power’s actions both domestically and around the world.

A quick example of imperial knowledge politics is in order. In the first years of 
the George W. Bush administration newly appointed leaders of the Department of 
Education issued orders to delete material from the 30-year-old Educational 
Resources Information Center (ERIC) database that didn’t support the general 
philosophy/epistemology of No Child Left Behind. Every assistant secretary of education 
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56 3 From Reductionism to Critical Knowledge

was directed to form a group of departmental employees with a least one person 
who “understands the policy and priorities of the administration” to scrub the ERIC 
website. Such action ran counter to the original intent of the website established in 
1993 to construct a permanent record of educational research for students, teachers, 
citizens, educational researchers, and other scholars. Concurrently, such informa-
tion deletion raised the stakes of imperial knowledge politics to a new level, as 
subsequent official U.S. government data on education supported only particular 
ideological agendas produced with specific epistemological assumptions. Such 
actions, of course, constitute totalitarian knowledge policies (The Memory Hole, 
2002; OMB Watch, 2002; Lather, 2003).

In place of the “discredited” research found on the ERIC website and many other 
locales, the Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences in August of 
2002 created a web-based What Works Clearinghouse project. The project was 
promoted as a one-stop source of so-called evidence-based (epistemologically 
pure) teaching methods required by NCLB. Here educators now gain access to this 
exclusive pristine data in an ideological effort to shape the conversation about edu-
cation as well as educational practice itself (Street, 2003). One will not find analy-
ses of the politics of knowledge or the relationship between larger geo-political 
policies and Bush Administration’s educational agenda here. Indeed, one will be 
hard pressed to find anything about the social, cultural, political, or epistemological 
context of education. Such analysis does not fall under the category of acceptable 
scientific research about education in the imperial regime of truth. Epistemological 
naivete makes sure that few ask the types of questions about such knowledge prac-
tices raised in Knowledge and Critical Pedagogy: An Introduction.

Thus, under the cover of FIDUROD’s objectivity the George W. Bush administra-
tion’s policies on scientific research shaped and controlled knowledge, worked to dis-
empower teachers, and positioned education as a source of indoctrination for the 
empire (Hartman, 2002; Kitts, 2004). Such policies were profoundly successful in the 
eyes of their creators, as fewer and fewer opportunities now exist in U.S. schools to 
employ education as a means of assessing the status quo or of questioning the intersection 
of imperial geo-political and epistemological strategies. These Bushian policies have 
helped to guarantee a monolithic curriculum that subverts the inclusion of multiple 
knowledge forms and epistodiversity in the development of curriculum. Teachers in 
this epistemological/ideological configuration are reduced to distributors of pre-pack-
aged information—not producers or interpreters of knowledge. They are functionaries 
who are told how and what to teach—canon fodder in the grand imperial plan.

If everything works as planned, teachers, broadcasters, and other individuals—
even those opposed to imperial indoctrination—still promote the knowledge work 
and produce forms of public consciousness conducive to the best interests of the 
empire. Indeed, the Eurocentrism and corporatism of such dominant modes of 
information have already erased sources that could challenge the thanocentric, violent, 
exploitative policies of geo-political and economic globalization. When one examines 
what is actually being discussed “on the ground” of schooling in the U.S., for example, 
these epistemological concerns seem to come from a setting far, far away. Indeed, 
much of the conversation about schooling involves developing better modes of 



accurately assessing how much of the “correct” data students have memorized. 
As the leadership of the American Federation of Teachers puts it:

Whether you look at the medical boards that prospective doctors must pass, the bar exams 
for lawyers, or the time trials for drivers to qualify for the Indianapolis 500 performance is 
never dealt with in the abstract. For example, Indy racers are not simply told that “very fast 
driving” will qualify them for the big race. They know exactly what times they need to beat, 
and they plan their strategies accordingly (1997).

Comparing learning outcomes with measurements of car racing time trials may be 
as revealing an example of epistemological naivete as is needed to make the point 
clear to all readers.

“Girl, There’s a Better Life for Me and You”: The Move 
to a Critical Complex Epistemology

There’s got to be more than this. Obviously, there are many things that Cartesian-
Newtonian-Baconian epistemology did and has done to make the world a better 
place. I am always reminded of this when a friend’s or a loved one’s life is saved 
by Western emergency medicine. But when it comes to the complexities of the 
social, psychological, and pedagogical domains not to mention the infinite dynamics 
of the physical universe, the lofty plains of theoretical math, and even in medical 
science the province of wellness and healthy living, I think we agree that FIDUROD 
has its limitations. As the student who went to visit the Baddaddies, I knew there 
was more to the picture than mainstream culture and schools were telling me. That 
which was promoted as normal seemed (and still seems) quite bizarre. Surrendering 
to the knowledges of school, I believed, was like handing the key to your conscious-
ness over to a bevy of unknown characters with suspicious motives. If school 
knowledge reflected a final reality, if school epistemologies the only game in town, 
then I wasn’t particularly interested in the education gig. Somewhere, I’m not sure 
where or why, I sensed that there was an alternative to the unchallengeable verities 
laid out in the classroom and on television.

I was madly ambitious when it came to finding out what those alternatives could 
be. Such a revelation of mad ambition would have profoundly surprised my teachers 
and other people in my life, for they viewed my discomfort with the normality of it 
all as some form of an unsavory “bad attitude.” Indeed, I am proudly a HWA—a 
hillbilly with an attitude. Such a bad attitude moves me to ask what are the loftiest 
and most noble ways of seeing and being that a human can achieve. As a teacher-
researcher I wanted to know what it was possible to know. I was buoyed by the 
thought that as I grew older became a credo: if “mere existence” is possible then 
anything is possible. There are unexplained mysteries in the world, enigmatic won-
ders that once understood totally change our conception of self and cosmos. 
Returning to my musical story in Chapter 1, my entire conception of music and 
being were changed by my exposure to blues and rock; surely, similar circum-
stances could be found in countless other venues.
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58 3 From Reductionism to Critical Knowledge

As I became a more mature scholar, it was then that I began to realize that such 
a venue involved epistemology. The assumptions behind our knowledge produc-
tion, the origins of our questions about the world, what counted as legitimate data 
and what didn’t were all concerns that led to new epistemological universes. With 
these issues articulated in my mind’s inner idiom, I understood that my task was to 
discern what brilliant people had posited as the next step in the journey to new 
epistemological possibilities. With an understanding of many of these insights, 
I asked myself what did I have to contribute to the conversation? What was the next 
step in constructing a new, more just and inclusive, more useful epistemology?

Of course, in the world of academia I found that those who engaged in such 
behaviors were often viewed as epistemological desperados. “Why don’t you come 
to your senses?” Don Henley might have asked them had he been their dean. My 
mad ambition to understand drove me on. I pondered the nature of the pedagogy 
one would have to develop in order to engage students and other individuals in such 
an undertaking. I understood that I was asking much of students, for I appreciated 
that an individual has to be ready to deal with the ambiguity and loss of certainty 
that accompany an epistemological shift. There is nothing easy about moving into 
a new dimension where things are not as they once seemed. I understood that my 
pedagogy would intimidate and frighten as it induced students to reconsider and, 
my god, act on the insights gained in the new dimension.

This epistemological conversation cannot be separated from the future of the 
human species. Thus, it percolates into the depths of our humanity, our being in the 
world, raising disconcerting questions that offend individuals who have bought into 
some form of authoritarianism—whether its source is religious, political, or philo-
sophical is irrelevant. In this hidden but powerful domain I wanted to help develop 
a view of knowledge sufficiently evocative to move people to concurrently weep 
and metaphorically pee in their pants as they brought together logic, emotion, and 
action. Hell, I wanted an intellectual aphrodisiac that put libidinal energy into a 
staid domain run by an elite crowd who looked down their collective nose at pas-
sionate behavior—an epistemological Viagra that was unafraid of flashes of scholarly 
arousal that last more than 4 hours. Lord, they loathe high affect. A critical complex 
epistemology is dedicated to bringing individuals who had been traditionally 
excluded to the scholarly conversation no matter how déclassé such an objective 
appears to the privileged epistemological trolls at FIDUROD Bridge.

Thus, a critical complex epistemology knows that many of its adherents are not 
going to come from the “superior strata” of academia. Indeed, they may come from 
diverse corners of the world, from individuals who occupy the race, class, gender, 
and sexual peripheries of dominant Western cultures or who stand totally outside 
the West. Of course, the perspectives of such individuals are central to a critical 
complex epistemology based as they are on the ability of such people to detect the 
contradictions of and the wounds inflicted by dominant epistemology. A critical 
complex epistemology calls for a revolution in the way we see the world and pro-
duce knowledge about it. Such an epistemological revolution reveals hidden pas-
sageways to original modes of employing the human mind that allow us to 
recognize the power of unfamiliar relationships to the world and other people.



The recognition of such relationships and the new meanings they produce 
permits us to view old information in a different epistemological matrix. Here 
we understand that something that seemed blatantly familiar to us can be seen 
anew from another conceptual angle. From this new horizon we recognize 
things about the world we had previously looked past. As a young child I 
remember one of my uncles pointing out the woman in the moon—a turn of the 
twentieth century “Gibson girl” with her dark hair piled high on her head looking 
up to the left. It took me a while to see her, but once I did the moon never 
looked the same to me. The moon had not changed, I had. Or more momentously, 
Albert Einstein and his General Theory of Relativity’s new understanding of 
gravity as a relational, geometric concept—not a “thing” such as a graviton or 
a gravity wave—changed the way physicists understood time, space, and mass. 
For those that studied the theory it changed the way we saw the universe, leaving 
in its wake a Newtonian view of the world that in retrospect seemed in some 
ways childish in its unawareness of the bizarre nature of the cosmos with its 
bent space and black holes. Of course, our present understanding of the 
universe will undoubtedly look immature and simple-minded to our progeny in 
the twenty-seventh century.

Gravity as it was repositioned in Einstein’s new conceptual and epistemological 
schema not only modified our understanding of this particular phenomenon but 
provided a conceptual window that opened a completely new way of thinking about 
the cosmos in which we find ourselves (Kincheloe et al., 1999a). Critical theory 
seen in this context is the social universe’s “General Theory of Relativity” in that it 
allowed us to appreciate the way that the social world is not simply made up of 
abstracted individuals working in their self-interest that conveniently, almost magi-
cally, serves the greater good. With critical theory coming from the Frankfurt 
School of social theory and numerous other sources around the world, we began to 
see that both the way we viewed the social world and the social world itself were 
irrational and hurtful to so many. A few thoughts on critical theory are in order 
before going any further with these ideas.

The Critical in Critical Complex Epistemology

Critical theory is central to this book and the epistemological transformation it 
promotes. The term, critical theory, is often evoked and frequently misunderstood. 
It usually refers to the theoretical tradition developed by the Frankfurt 
School, a group of scholars connected to the Institute of Social Research at the 
University of Frankfurt. However, none of the Frankfurt school theorists ever 
claimed to have developed a unified approach to cultural criticism. In my work in 
critical theory and critical pedagogy I work to expand the origins of critical theory 
to diverse cultures, to move beyond the concept that it is simply a “Western thing” 
looking to Africa, India and other Asian locales, the Islamic world, and indigenous 
cultures around the planet.
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In critical theory’s European beginnings, Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, and 
Herbert Marcuse initiated a conversation with the German tradition of philosophical 
and social thought, especially that of Karl Marx, Immanual Kant, G.W.F. Hegel, 
and Max Weber. From the vantage point of these critical theorists, whose political 
sensibilities were influenced by the devastations of World War I, post-war Germany 
with its economic depression marked by inflation and unemployment, and the 
failed strikes and protests in Germany and Central Europe in this same period, the 
world was in urgent need of reinterpretation. From this perspective, they defied 
Marxist orthodoxy while deepening their belief that injustice and subjugation shape 
the lived world. Focusing their attention on the changing nature of capitalism, the 
early critical theorists analyzed the mutating forms of domination that accompanied 
this change.

Only a decade after the Frankfurt school was established, the Nazis controlled 
Germany. The danger posed by the exclusive Jewish membership of the Frankfurt 
School, and its association with Marxism, convinced Horkheimer, Adorno, and 
Marcuse to leave Germany. Eventually locating themselves in California, these 
critical theorists were shocked by American culture. Offended by the taken-for-
granted mechanistic epistemologies of American social science researchers, 
Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse were challenged to respond to the social science 
establishment’s epistemological faith that their research could describe and accu-
rately measure any dimension of human behavior. Piqued by the contradictions 
between progressive American rhetoric of egalitarianism and the reality of racial 
and class discrimination, these theorists produced their major work while residing 
in the United States.

In 1953, Horkheimer and Adorno returned to Germany and reestablished the 
Institute of Social Research. Significantly, Herbert Marcuse stayed in the United 
States, where he would find a new audience for his work in social theory. Much to 
his own surprise, Marcuse skyrocketed to fame as the philosopher of the student 
movements of the 1960s. Critical theory, especially the emotionally and sexually 
liberating work of Marcuse, provided the philosophical voice of the New Left. 
Emerging in the 1960s, the New Left was politically influenced by the anti-
 colonial liberation movements breaking out in Africa, Latin America, and Asia. 
The group supported the Civil Rights Movement in the U.S. and opposed the 
Vietnam War and American imperialism abroad. Concerned with the politics of 
psychological and cultural revolution, the New Left preached a Marcusian sermon 
of political and personal emancipation from the conventions of dominant power.

Many of the New Left scholars who had come of age in the politically charged 
atmosphere of the 1960s focused their scholarly attention on critical theory. 
Frustrated by forms of domination emerging from a post-Enlightenment culture 
nurtured by capitalism, these scholars saw in critical theory a method of temporarily 
freeing academic work from these forms of power. Impressed by critical theory’s 
dialectical epistemological concern with the social construction of knowledge/
experience, they came to view their disciplines as manifestations of the discourses 
and power relations of the social and historical contexts that produced them. The 
“discourse of possibility” implicit within the constructed nature of social experience 



suggested to these scholars that a reconstruction of the social sciences could eventually 
lead to a more egalitarian and democratic social order. Our educational orientation, 
critical pedagogy, clearly reflects these dimensions of critical theory.

Critical theory questions the assumption that societies such as the United States, 
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the nations in the European Union, for 
example, are unproblematically democratic and free. Over the twentieth century, 
especially after the early 1960s, individuals in these societies were acculturated to 
feel comfortable in relations of domination and subordination rather than equality 
and independence. Given the social and technological changes of the last half of the 
century that led to new forms of information production and access, critical theorists 
argued that questions of self-direction and democratic egalitarianism should be 
reassessed.

In this context critical researchers informed by the emerging new theories 
(e.g., postcolonialism, critical feminism, poststructuralism, discursive analysis) 
came to understand that individuals’ views of themselves and the world were 
even more influenced by social and historical forces than previously believed. 
Given the changing social and informational conditions of late twentieth and 
early twenty-first century media-saturated Western culture, critical theorists have 
sought new ways researching and analyzing the construction of individual con-
sciousness and identity and the role of power in the process. It is in this theoreti-
cal context that our transgressive epistemology emerges. In this critical project 
we begin to understand the social location and some of the purposes of a critical 
complex epistemology.

FIDUROD’s Reductionism: Understanding the Western 
Data Input Spigot

Thus, to build a critical complex epistemology we use critical theory with indige-
nous and worldwide input as our foundation, add feminist theory, complexity and 
chaos theory, a significant sprinkle of cultural studies, and our own pedagogical and 
hermeneutic (the study of interpretation, meaning making) insights. In this context 
we think of producing useful knowledges that resist domination and oppression 
while engaging in activities involving freeing oneself and subjugated groups from 
regulation, helping to end human suffering, contriving new ways to undermine 
contemporary forms of colonialism, devising new forms of connectedness, and 
developing unprecedented ways of seeing the world that take us to new levels of 
reality. Here we make use of what I often call the power of difference or epistemo-
logical multilogicality. In this context we draw on the benefits of multiple ways of 
seeing and conceptualizing a phenomenon. Perspectives that emerge, for instance, 
in diverse spaces in nature, historical eras, discourse communities, cultures, and 
epistemological regimes give us distinctive insights into how we imagine any mode 
of operating in the world.
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Such epistemological activities free us from the black hole of reductionism. 
There is no doubt that a critical complex epistemology bewilders those who are 
looking for easily demarcated borders between us and them, this and that. Those 
who already know the difference(s) between, say, humans and animals will ask: 
why are we bothering with such epistewhatever questions. I expect that in the next 
century we may have developed a very different answer to a question concerning 
the difference between humans and animals, as we uncover more dimensions to and 
abilities of both. Complexity can make a reductionist quiver in his boots and run for 
epistemological cover. As critical complex cultural workers and knowledge produc-
ers know more about dominant epistemological frameworks, we not only learn 
more about why we see the world as we do, but we also understand how dangerous 
complexity can be to dominant power.

The certified epistemology (FIDUROD) shapes the lives of the dispossessed in 
ways that sometimes go unseen by dominant cultural knowledge producers. On so 
many occasions I have sat with a distraught mother, father, or family member from a 
non-dominant cultural background who was simply devastated by their daughter’s 
failure in high school. The school leaders and even some of the teachers involved with 
the daughter’s academic failure never had any idea what pain their assumptions and 
actions precipitated. The ability to understand not only the effects of their actions but 
also to appreciate the oppressive power of the epistemological structures that led to 
the criteria used to evaluate the girl as a failure are central to educators who appreciate 
a critical complex epistemology (Lapani, 1998; Harding, 1998; McClure, 2000).

FIDUROD has constructed an invaluable epistemological tool to subvert a general 
understanding of the world’s complexity. In a figurative way dominant reductionist 
epistemology has fabricated a spigot for data input. This spigot is an epistemological 
valve that controls the quantity and type of information allowed to attain status as 
certified knowledge or even truth. A critical complex epistemology focuses on this 
data input spigot, monitoring the way it works, picking out patterns of what is cut 
off and what gets through, and the human effects of such activity. Information, criti-
cal observers note, based on scientific induction usually gets through FIDUROD’s 
data spigot. Scientific induction is grounded on the belief that if a teacher, for 
example, executes A (teaches in a particular manner) then B (students will learn the 
basic facts of European history) will always result.

Using such an epistemology, scientists can induct that whenever a teacher does 
A the result will be B. This is often referenced as Western science’s invariance 
principle: under similar circumstances A will always result in B. Obviously, there 
are questions that arise about terms used in this example. What, for example, con-
stitutes the “basic facts of European history?” Does Europe’s colonization of and 
subsequent slave trade in Africa and its killing of around 100 million Africans in 
the process make it through the spigot as a basic fact? In the same manner do we 
account for the fact that A and B never take place in the lived world outside of a 
socio-cultural context? Does it matter that we’re teaching A in a Southeast Asian 
country? What does matter in this educational example? A plethora of issues in 
diverse contexts can affect any pedagogy, any student outcome. The invariance 
principle, to say the least, has problems from the critical complex perspective.



The data input spigot moves criticalists to point out the complexity of interpretation 
of any knowledge FIDUROD produces. In this context a critical complex epistemology 
moves from FIDUROD’s overarching interest with measurement and frequency 
to an enhanced concern with being and meaning—ontology and hermeneutics. This 
is an important act in opening the reductionistic data input spigot, as a critical 
complex epistemology moves us to research designs and pedagogies that focus on 
the difficult, complex, and learned process of interpreting and acting in the world. 
One has to be a well educated and multidimensionally informed person to construct 
compelling interpretations.

The development of such critical interpretive abilities, however, challenge not 
only the reductionism of FIDUROD but the reductionistic tendencies of standard 
modes of qualitative research—conventional ethnographic designs and methodolo-
gies that devalue the interpretive dimension in particular. Focusing on interpretation 
and the critical action that emerges from such elucidation, the critical hermeneutic 
element of our critical knowledge production increases the flow of knowledge from 
the data input spigot. In this epistemological and ontological context our critical 
hermeneutics forces us to re-evaluate both what traditional Western science has 
labeled “reality” and just who the hell we are in our connection to it.

In our critical complex epistemology’s reconsideration of what the dominant 
culture and its scientific collaborators call “true reality,” we begin to identify and 
unlearn the epistemological assumptions of FIDUROD—in particular the workings 
of the data input spigot and its dismissal of what are often the most important ele-
ments of social, psychological, and educational research. FIDUROD in its allegiance 
to objectivity attempts to protect science from cultural effects. An act that our critical 
complex epistemology asserts is exactly the opposite of what an intellectually 
rigorous science should be doing. Indeed, it is a phenomenon’s multi-level interaction 
with cultural context that provides it with its meanings.

The multi-layered interface connecting knowledge, meaning, mind, and reality 
places knowledge producers and educators in a humble position, as they are faced 
with new levels of complexity in the analysis of what at first glance might have 
seemed to be a rather simple matter. For example, generations of Western researchers 
have carried on their explorations of, say, indigenous peoples and their socio-
cultural institutions without giving a thought to the ways hidden power structures 
insidiously dictated the questions they asked, their research designs, the biased 
assumptions about Western superiority embedded in the research process, the 
benefits of their data to the colonial venture, and the worthlessness of such data to 
the research subjects. As we think about the hidden dimensions of FIDUROD, this 
example reminds us of the diverse ways that colonialism has inscribed dominant 
Western epistemology and in turn, of course, the information it produces (Coffee 
et al., 1996; Harding, 1998; Mutua & Swadener, 2004).

In this context I become more aware that no matter how hard I work to produce 
rigorous knowledge, I may be way off base according to someone’s criteria for 
good research. I sit on student doctoral committees and while I’ve seen dissertations 
that range in my opinion from weak to strong, I watch some colleagues critique 
student work in ways that to me seem quite arbitrary. Some sections of student 
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research that I think quite ingenious, a colleague on a doctoral committee deems 
unacceptable, even irrational. The complexity of the entire process and the episte-
mological assumptions that tacitly and most often unconsciously guide the research 
act slap me up side the head. Critical complex epistemology understands its own 
and other knowledge producers fallibility.

No epistemological standard, tenet, or procedure can be applied outside of 
numerous contexts and with many hermeneutic decisions (consciously or uncon-
sciously) to be made about their meaning in a particular situation. We know how 
difficult and untidy such decisions can be. We also understand how difficult to 
detect just how ideologically loaded specific epistemological decisions can be. The 
idea that in the twenty-first century that Eurocentric, for example, epistemological 
decisions are simple and recognizable acts of prejudice no longer works to explain 
all of the ways that Eurocentrism in knowledge production or pedagogy actually 
asserts itself. Even those who overtly express their abhorrence of Eurocentric practices 
may still unintentionally promote it in their knowledge work. Such individuals, 
myself included, need to continue exploring the way culture inscribes their cognition, 
their ways of being in the world, and their pedagogy and/or research (Thayer-
Bacon, 2000, 2003; Steinberg, 2001).

Moving to the 57th Dimension: Appreciating Diverse 
Knowledges and Ways of Seeing

With these ideas in mind a critical complex epistemology sets us up to move to a 
new domain of knowledge, understanding, interpretation, and pedagogy. The criti-
cal knowledge we are promoting here comes from another dimension (I’m not sure 
if it’s the 34th or the 57th) of human consciousness and reality, as it points out what 
is presently invisible and sometimes repressed by the representatives of dominant 
power. While deeply aware of oppressive power relations and the way they lead to 
human suffering, our critical epistemology and the knowledge production it generates 
emerge as eroticized (in a life affirming, connected, sensual sense) dynamics dedicated 
to engaging in informed, liberating action. Such 57th dimensional, eroticized 
knowledge pushes us to become epistemological adventurers who explore the 
edges of the cosmos, the most hidden dimensions of human ability, the resistant 
power of radical love.

Education and knowledge production far too often provide little real challenge 
to those engaged in them. In this context we should escape the disempowering con-
ventionality of FIDUROD and jump head first into the bloody fray. Are we content 
to just fade away into monodimensional boredom, to blow away as the existential 
dust produced by the most thanocentric impulses of the species? A critical complex 
epistemology constructs hot knowledge (conocimiento caliente, connaissance 
anime) ready to work its magic on its readers. It is unafraid of its own eroticism, 
commitment to resistance, and vaudevillian recognition of the humor of dominant 
cultural gravitas. Indeed, in the midst of life changing insights critical knowledge 



understands the joke involving its inability to understand it all. Laughter may be the 
best medicine but it also sure can be a subversive act in many epistemological and 
educational circumstances. As a hillbilly elementary student I was paddled scores 
of times for laughing in school.

In the midst of the resistant laughter FIDUROD still manages to erase the 
diverse levels of reality that help shape political, economic, social, cultural, psycho-
logical, and educational life. Such epistemological erasure leaves us cognitively 
impoverished and intellectually provincial, as we are at a loss to understand where 
we might begin our examinations of the forces that shape both us and the world. 
Our critical complex epistemology removes the cataracts that obscure our view of 
the complexity, multidimensionality, multilogicality, and power-constructed nature 
of the social, psychological, and educational domains. In its new appreciation of 
various types of experience and hidden structuring agents, critical knowledge keeps 
us in touch with the multiple levels of our settings, tearing down the retaining walls 
erected by the decontextualized, one-dimensional knowledges we encounter.

As we traverse these epistemological walls we study diverse cultural traditions 
that have valued not only the diverse levels of reality but also the divergent states 
of human consciousness from which new insights can emerge. In this multistate 
notion of consciousness we study what the peoples from diverse cultures and historical 
eras have learned via trances, yogic states, shamanic passages, dreams, meditation, 
ad infinitum. With its focus on the monostate consciousness of the conventional 
Western notion of being awake, FIDUROD-based research loses even more insights 
into the possibilities of human knowing. A critical complex epistemology is not 
particularly impressed, as you might guess, with the insights derived from this 
focus on a monostate model of human consciousness. What FIDUROD refers to as 
high status knowledge, and the educational system and standardized curriculum that 
are grounded on these epistemological perspectives.

We can do better that this. We can open the reductionist knowledge spigot of 
dominant Western epistemology. Einstein, Werner Heisenberg, Max Planck, and 
many other others provided us the basis of an epistemological shift in the first third 
of the twentieth century. If we think about the epistemological implications of 
merely Einstein’s General and Specific Theories of Relativity, Heisenberg’s 
Uncertainty Principle, and Heisenberg’s and Planck’s work on quantum physics we 
understand that knowledge could never be viewed in the same way again. Mind is 
inseparable from what we refer to as reality. As it explored the nature of the atom, 
quantum physics maintained that sub-atomic phenomena could best be appreciated 
as links in a series of processes. At the end of these processes we find the mind of 
the observing physicist. The implications were literally astounding for epistemology: 
what we see at the atomic level depends of what questions the observer asks (Frye, 
1987; Kincheloe et al., 1999a).

Thus, operating in the field of physics Einstein, Heisenberg, and Planck threw a 
rock at Western common sense, maintaining that what we see in the world is not 
simply what we see but what we perceive. Their point was central to critical knowl-
edge in that the information the world yields always has to be interpreted by human 
beings who are part of that cosmos. The basic idea of Heisenberg’s uncertainty 
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principle was that the human observer cannot be removed from any experiment—
divergent observers will view the world differently, thus producing uncertainty. 
Thus, the classic Cartesian-Newtonian-Baconian notion of objectivity does not 
exist. The quantum physicists could only find the heads and tails of the quantum 
warthog—the rest of its body was lost in the previously mentioned ultra-thick 
British Columbian fog. One of the many surprises encountered by those who developed 
and those who subsequently have studied quantum physics is that the epistemology 
it produces is more like those of ancient non-Western civilizations than like 
FIDUROD. This was a humbling finding for those moderns who viewed history as 
one long Western story of progress.

Here resides a central point of this book: the contrast between dominant Western 
epistemology and the critical complex epistemology proposed here. (And I don’t 
even have to use a social science or a humanity to illustrate it—the point can be 
made in the hardest of the hard sciences, physics.) Newtonian physics maintained 
that the world is made up of small particles that fragment the world into its discrete 
components. Thus, electrons in Newtonian physics look exactly like the red balls 
that represented them in the models of the atom still sitting in classrooms around 
the world. What a misleading picture of physics such models promote. And, 
concurrently, what a deceptive depiction of epistemology they advance. The under-
standing of electrons that the quantum physicists provided us over 80 years ago was 
an entity (not a particle) that possesses a constant existence but keeps coming in and 
going out of our perception. Indeed, the electron can never be seen as a separate 
unit, for it can never be separated from the spatial context surrounding it. For over 
80 years in physics we have known that objects in FIDUROD’s rearview mirror 
may not be anything we can explain using traditional Western scientific and episte-
mological constructs (Bohm, 1987).

In light of this data—not to mention infinite examples in the social world—an 
avalanche of questions slide down the mountain toward our comfortable cabin that 
was constructed on a Western epistemological foundation. Just for example, do we 
really understand the nature of matter—the “stuff” of the universe? Nothing in 
Western history exemplifies what is called “reality” better than matter. Yet, quan-
tum physics raises the question that matter may be far more complex that originally 
thought. Matter may be less a discrete substance and more an entity that is never 
disconnected to space, time, and human perception. The implications of this possi-
bility will be explored in more detail in Part 3 of this book. Suffice it to say at this 
point, the universe is not the relatively simple machine that many thought/think it 
was/is. The social, psychological, and educational worlds are far more complex 
than many could have ever imagined. Again, we are epistemological babes feeling 
our way around an infinitely complex world.

As we attempt to get our minds around the scope of this complexity, critical 
knowledge demands that we maximize variables in our studies of the world rather 
than engage in FIDUROD’s effort to minimize them (Knobel, 1999). The more we 
use the miraculous epistemological tools that human beings possess such as our 
imagination, intuition, and affective/emotional sensibilities (as well as our more 
scientifically validated reasoning capacities) the more variables, the more dimensions 



of the world we will discern and the more we will be empowered to do. Yet, there 
is great danger for knowledge producers who employ these imaginative, intuitive, 
and affective capacities (Thayer-Bacon, 2000).

Even as we approach the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, the 
guardians of FIDUROD deem these capacities unscientific and even primitive. 
Here the dominant Western epistemology acts like a coach of a basketball team who 
refuses to let her players use their hands or open their eyes during a game. Some of 
our most treasured, unique, and powerful dimensions of humanness are treated like 
the hands and eyes of our fantasy basketball team. No matter how valuable we may 
consider them in our everyday lives, when it comes to producing valid knowledge 
we can’t use them. Once again critical theory’s notion of the irrationality of many 
aspects of dominant Western rationality peaks through the epistemological keyhole 
into our research laboratories, our centers of knowledge production. I think I hear 
subversive laughter.

Critical Knowledge and Informed Practice: How Do You 
Get to Carnegie Hall? Praxis, Praxis, Praxis

If wishes were pigs, it would be harder to keep kosher. In the same twisted way, 
advocates of a critical complex epistemology cannot just wish that the producers of 
validated knowledge would simply change their epistemological ways and open 
new ways of thinking about how we see and report on the diverse phenomena sur-
rounding us. There are too many power interests invested in those ways of seeing 
and validating information. Thus, the epistemological issues we are dealing with 
here can be articulated by the phrase “the politics of knowledge.” Such a phrase 
helps us realize that what might seem to some arcane philosophical issues are far 
more relevant to everday life. The epistemological issues we are addressing here 
constitute some of the most momentous political issues of our time. Such matters 
demand that criticalists act on our understandings. Thus, once we gain the insights 
of a critical complex epistemology, we use them to reshape education and to help 
alleviate the human suffering that is caused by the epistemological status quo.

In the traditional vocabulary of critical theory action that is informed by social 
theory for emancipatory outcomes is called praxis. Thus, this book is a praxis-based 
treatise that as it generates understanding lays the foundation for practical action. 
Many assume that the more one deals with the complexity of the lived world, the 
political realm, the cosmos in general, education, or epistemology, the less praxis 
can be expected. Our critical complex epistemology maintains the diametric oppo-
site reading of this situation. A critical complex epistemology demands a hyper-
praxis—the formulation of the best informed and thus most potentially successful 
action we can presently construct. Thus, the more perspectives we make use of, the 
more we understand the connection between the knower and the known and the 
socio-cultural, political economic forces that shape the knower, the more relevant 
research methodologies we employ, the more of our human abilities we employ, the 
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better off we are. Using these resources, we come to understand the ways that 
diverse contexts have shaped the phenomena we’re studying.

Thus, in this context our research becomes far more rigorous and the knowledge 
we produce more practical and usable. Indeed, the critical knowledge produced in 
this epistemologically rich manner uncovers new settings in which it can be 
applied. Discerning new spaces in which our knowledge can be used is a central 
dimension of the critical knowledge production process. With our eyes constantly 
searching for evidence of oppression that leads to human suffering in larger social 
realms and in the micro-dimensions of everyday life, advocates of a critical com-
plex epistemology seek new ways to better serve the needs and become allies of the 
dispossessed. Validity in this context comes to involve the effectiveness of the 
knowledge we produce in addressing diverse issues and solving different problems 
(Geeland & Taylor, 2000; Nowotny, 2000). As we contemplate our knowledge in 
this praxiological manner, we begin to ask new questions about what purposes it 
might serve. Such questions and their answers expand even further the use value of 
the knowledge production process, as they simultaneously move us into a new 
dimension where the nature of scholarly activity is reconceptualized.

Glossary

Critical feminism   a feminist theory informed by critical theory that studies 
gender issues within a context grounded on a concern 
with power, ever shifting positionalities, and socially 
constructed knowledges. A critical feminism always 
examines gender within a context informed by the way 
women and other people have been oppressed via race, 
class, gender, sexuality, language, colonialism, physical 
ability related issues, and religion.

Discursive the study of discourses where a discourse is defined as a
(or discourse) analysis  constellation of hidden historical rules that govern what 

can be and cannot be said and who can speak and who 
must listen. Discursive practices are present in technical 
processes, institutions, and modes of behavior and in 
their forms of transmission and representation. 
Discourses shape how we operate in the world as human 
agents, construct our consciousness, and, in an epistemo-
logical domain, what we consider true.

Postcolonialism  in the most technical sense the term refers to theories and 
issues dealing with the period after colonial rule, but 
there are many dimensions of postcolonialism that tran-
scend this meaning. In a critical context one of those 
dimensions involves examining and working through the 



effects of colonialism in the political, social, cultural, 
economic, and educational spheres of both colonizer and 
colonized states and peoples.

Poststructuralism  a social theoretical position emerging from within 
French structuralism in the 1960s, in response to struc-
turalist claims to objectivity and universalism—e.g., 
Piaget’s universal stages of child development or 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Thus, poststructuralism 
emphasizes the historical and cultural contextual contin-
gencies of all human experience—child development 
for boys and girls in isolated tribal groups in Botswana 
may be different than with Swiss boys from the middle 
and upper-middle classes. In a poststructural context 
language becomes extremely important as it culturally, 
socially, and politically inscribes particular situations. 
As it uncovers these dynamics, poststructuralism fosters 
resistance to the power they exert in the regulation and 
discipline of individuals.

Zeitgeist    German term for the “spirit of the times”—the ambiance, 
the character of a particular historical era.
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