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When I read Giroux’s article about Hurricane Katrina (Giroux, 2006b), I was struck by the concept of the biopolitics of disposability and the philosophy behind it. It has moved us away from being citizens of a greater enterprise to individuals occupying the same spaces as other individuals.  Reading about the efforts to solidify and maintain control through an attack on education made me look back at the other articles we have read.  I noted that a common theme around the environmental injustices the marginalized face is lack of education, especially critical education. This lack of education is not just about the marginalized, it is about the mainstream as well – without a critical education the mainstream has been transformed into unquestioning, fearful, hating people. It occurred to me that education is one of the key weapons in the fight against environmental injustice. I chose as my LMU View project to look at the attack on education more closely and determine what LMU students and I could do about it.
The war on education began with the rise of neoliberalism.  Neoliberalism is an economic paradigm characterized by policies and processes through which a few very privileged (extremely wealthy individuals and very large corporations) are permitted to control society as much as possible with the goal of maximize their own profits (Chomsky, 2003). The late 1970s and early 1980s were a global turning point with the adoption by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher of this political economic theory which suggests that humanity is best served by “liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (Harvey, 2005).  Further, the role of government is to create frameworks in which these privileged operate, including a sound monetary system and legal structures to protect private property rights.  The state must create structures such as the military and police, as well as structures that open markets in areas such as education, the environment, and health care.  However, government intervention in these markets post-creation is to be kept to a minimum (Harvey, 2005).
Since the late 1970s many countries around the globe have turned to neoliberalist practices and policies, including former states of the Soviet Union, post-apartheid South Africa, and China.  More socially-conscious countries such as New Zealand and Sweden have policies (perhaps not voluntarily) that have been influenced by some of the tenets of neoliberalism.  Advocates of this way of thinking now occupy positions of power in governments and in international organizations such as the International Monetary Fund, World Bank, and World Trade Organization. They set the stage for globalization and unfettered expansion. “Neoliberalism has, in short, become hegemonic as a mode of discourse.  It has pervasive effects on ways of thought to the point where it has become incorporated into the common-sense way many of us interpret, live in, and understand the world” (Harvey, 2005). 
Here in the United States pride in manufacturing was replaced by a desire to see stock prices increase and the buying and selling of intangibles such as information.  Reagan began the shift from a country that manufactures goods to a nation of buyers and sellers. Citizenship and civic responsibility waned under a new ethic of consumption and individualism.  Social programs and the idea of a public good are in opposition to profit making and unregulated activities.  Therefore the marginalized were transformed from people who deserve at least sympathy, if not help, to the source of all of the nation’s problems, and disposable waste that should be kept out of sight. Programs that once provided safety nets for the sick and poor were gutted so that the wealthiest could receive tax cuts; many of these programs were replaced by punitive measures (Giroux, 2006b).
Central to neoliberalism is the recognition that degradation of the human imagination and political paralysis result from prolonged helplessness.  It is easy to see how people can reach that state: elected officials who do nothing to truly govern, an “empty ritual of voting,” and a growing feeling that there are no alternatives out there all create a populace without hope. To gain complete control neoliberal policies attack education, especially critical education, at every level. The attacks began with Reagan who set the scene for sending jobs overseas and being able to blame it on public schools (Giroux, 2006a, 2006b).  Politicians have played games with education reform ever since.  They use education as a vehicle for demonizing the “other” in an effort to solidify support for their own policies (Shaker & Heilman, 2008).
A very good example of a national policy that attacks critical education is the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). This act, under the auspices of education reform, emphasizes basic skills rather than critical thinking (Wenglinsky, 2007).  NCLB establishes a top-down educational system that is focused on economics. It creates unhealthy and unfair competition and can result in mislabeling of schools. For example, because of the way things have been structured traditionally high performing schools can be labeled as low achievers (Meier, 2004). This is the antithesis of a democratic and humanistic education (Shaker & Heilman, 2008).
Elsewhere in the western world the same types of attacks are affecting education. In Spain they see the same attempts by conservatives to use the educational system as a vehicle for continued rhetoric against the “other” and for solidifying power structures.  Spain’s Organic Law of Education (2006) is similar to NCLB, and stems from the same neoliberal and conservative ideologies.  This law, as well as its associated measures, create an extremely hierarchical structure in education, and transform the educational system into a marketplace.  Unjust performance standards have been developed that create false rankings among schools and teachers, making the arguments for private education (for the privileged) even more solid (Santomé, 2007).
In this world of injustices brought about by socio-political structures that are rooted in Aristotelian philosophy (lecture, 10/3/2012), one weapon for fighting back is education.  Through truly critical education people, whether they are in the mainstream or marginalized, can begin to understand the power structures, and how those power structures affect them.  I mentioned in my LMU View presentation that our class had been lucky to have been exposed to feminist pedagogy.  It is a stunningly powerful approach to education:  it challenges traditional power structures, engaging freely in discourse about subjects that may not be broached elsewhere.  Instead of a hierarchical structure it emphasizes a cooperative and community-based structure (Shackelford, 1992, Cheng-Levine, 2002).  I have long thought and worried about the injustices I see in the world, but it was when I was researching my LMU View topic that it occurred to me that I now have a set of lenses through which to view these injustices and search for solutions.  As I read I encountered other theoretical frameworks, such as critical race theory, that could be used to round out my view of current social, political, and economic structures.  And one thing I am convinced of is if people are given these lenses, especially early in life, and are given an opportunity to know the “other” and understand that sometimes they themselves are the “other,” they will not be controlled through fear and hatred.  
The percentage of people 25 years and over with a four year college degree is lower in neighborhoods hosting toxic waste sites than the percentage in non-host neighborhoods (18% vs. 25%) (Bullard, Mohai, Saha, & Wright, 2007).  Through education people will be able to comprehend sometimes very complex environmental issues, and understand how they are impacted.  They will be able to ask the important questions when it comes to siting an incinerator in their neighborhoods.  The farm women that could not read the safety instructions on the pesticides (Pellow, 2007) would be able to do so.  The women in Silicon Valley (Pellow, 2007) would be able to read a materials safety data sheet (posted according to Federal Regulations) and comprehend it. And those women in Silicon Valley would be able to argue for a management position that they deserve just as much as men. If the women along the Mexico-US border were educated, who would work in the Maquiladoras?
Education gives marginalized people agency so they may argue for their own rights. Too often traditional environmentalists buy into the current social structures and norms.  Many believe that white middle class suburbanites are proper custodians of the environment and that people of color cannot be concerned with the environment (Zehle, 2002). How arrogant. There is a fascination many white people have for all things Native American, especially their spiritual relationship with nature; they view them as Eco-Indians.  So when Native Americans open their lands for development or extraction, people are furious with them, feeling they have betrayed their spirituality.  These people pass judgment without considering that there might be extreme economic or other need for doing so.  Native Americans know best what is good for Native Americans.  Among the tenets of Tribal Critical Race Theory are the following two:  “Indigenous peoples have a desire to obtain and forge tribal sovereignty, tribal autonomy, self-determination, and self-identification,” and “Governmental policies and educational policies toward Indigenous peoples are intimately linked around the problematic goal of assimilation” (Brayboy, 2005).  The best thing to do is to ensure they receive a culturally-responsive, critical education, so they can act on their own behalf. Even affirmative action, as well-meaning as it is, makes it difficult for the achievements of people of color to be recognized for their own merits and not just something made possible because of the law. Self-agency seems to me the better approach.
There are efforts to restore the critical to education throughout the western world. Teachers and scholars are writing about reform, from critical teaching in Social Studies (Wolk, 2003) to teaching mathematics for social justice (Gutstein, 2003). Professors are applying feminist pedagogy in a broader range of higher education classrooms (Shackelford, 1992). In Canada a second grade classroom has discussions about Social Justice and Equity.  They read and then journal with prompts such as “I wonder why ___” and “It is hard to believe ___.”  They are read fairy tales, but from a version in which the villains get to tell their side of the stories.  And these second graders are ready for these discussions – they rise to this type of critical education (Allen, 1997).  There is a similar scenario in a 2/3 grade classroom in Australia (Comber, Thomson & Wells, 2001). 
But these efforts should be taken further. I must admit that in my search for examples of reform I did not find as much evidence of practical reform efforts in the United States as I did elsewhere (especially Canada and Australia); however, there is a huge push in the literature to teaching critical pedagogy and to be responsive to multiple cultures.  There are also those who advocate teaching students mathematical reasoning, such as the principles behind multiplication and division.  They feel it is never too early to emphasize complex topics such as data analysis and probability (Wenglinsky, 2007).  What a blow it would be to lottery systems if people actually understood probability!  But it would also restore some of our understanding of the world, both socio-political and natural.  And it would make us competitive again, and restore us to being makers of things again.  
When I began looking at what LMU students could do to help restore critical education I wanted to offer arguments for why they should help by tutoring and/or teaching rather than go help out in a soup kitchen.  I looked at the idea of charity vs. social justice. A truly transformative education would integrate service into the curriculum, and would have a more egalitarian, engaged relationship with the community, one in which students do things “with” the community, not “for” the community (Marullo & Edwards, 2000).  It is so very important to feed the hungry and address the immediate needs of the less fortunate.  However, long term solutions to their problems must also be addressed, and education is a very important way to do that.  Anyone can help in a soup kitchen, but not everyone can help with tutoring and teaching; college students are perfect for just that! They all have expertise in something that can be applied in the classroom or tutoring sessions. 
As I did research for the LMU View project and this final essay, I kept discovering more and more information, new theoretical frameworks, economic and political philosophies.  I had a difficult time getting started on the writing because I wanted to read just this one more article.  It was absolutely fascinating.  This course has opened up a whole new way of looking at things for me.  I came into the class with completely different expectations (about looking at environmental issues and, secondarily, how they affect the marginalized) and leave it with an arsenal of theoretical frameworks with which to look at every course I take in the future, not just an American Cultures course.  For example, I plan to take Urban Ecology as one of my two final upper division Biology requirements (in my Biomathematics degree program).  I am so glad to have taken this course first. I will bring a critical perspective to issues in that course. 
My situation is a little different from the typical LMU student.  I am 52 years old and have eight classes to go in my degree program. (One class per semester is all my very full work, home, and social life will permit.)  I have just started a new career as an analyst in a technology company and this could very well be the last career change I make. However, what I take away from this class is pretty profound, and I will look at all things differently from now on. My new company has typically worked in areas that involve physics and engineering but they want to expand into new areas.  I plan to explore what opportunities there might be for a bunch of math geeks to attack some of these issues.  I have been helping one of the many Latinas that clean at LMU learn English and I see now, more than ever, how important that is for her.  I would like to expand my efforts in this area and am pleased to have discovered the Centro Latino for Literacy when looking for tutoring opportunities for LMU students. But I have also had another idea churning in the back of my mind for some time: I would like to design a program for teaching critical thinking to children.  I feel strongly that we should start this pedagogical approach as early as possible in life. As a result of my LMU View project I really want to work on this.  I plan to bring it up with my new company to see if it is something they are willing to work on.  
I come out of this course a little less naïve, but excited at the prospects of what can be done to help the marginalized. One of the greatest hopes I have is that education reform will happen.  If we do begin teaching people to be critical thinkers we will have a strong weapon to fight against the sociopolitical structure that wishes to keep people at the margins because it suits their purposes.  If people gain an understanding, regain agency, and become compassionate citizens again I feel there is no environmental issue that cannot be overcome.
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