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Gayatri C. Spivak is a postcolonial theorist who articulates the links between 
culture, power and economics, offering insights into how ideas of privilege, merit, 
development and difference deriving from colonial processes still play significant 
roles in the justification and maintainance of inequalities. Spivak critiques 
imperialism from a feminist-deconstructivist standpoint using (and being critical 
of) Marxism to articulate the economic dimension of her critique. She addresses 
issues of voice and representation in relation to the 'Third World' and the role and 
place of education (both actual and potential) in relation to 'North-South' 
encounters. She invites one to look at one's own context, positioning and 
complicities, to unlearn one's privilege, to establish an ethical relationship to 
difference and to learn to learn from below. In this article I outline key ideas in her 
work which point towards the relevance of critical literacy in education, especially 
education that is concerned with issues of global and social justice. However, it is 
important to point out that her style of writing and mode of critique make it very 
difficult to classify or present a clear-cut picture of her work, which is much more 
related to finding contradictions (aporias) to open up debates than to propose a 
coherent set of universally applicable solutions.  
 
Colonialism and globalisation 
 
In her critique of imperialism, Spivak argues that colonialism started a process of 
global inequality and socioeconomic impoverishment for the Third World by 
incorporating the colonies into the international division of labour, that 
globalisation is a continuation of this process and that “the subaltern woman is 
now to a rather large extent the support of production” (Spivak, 1999:67). She 
emphasises the role of the cultural dimension of imperialism in the creation of the 
Third World – a process of cultural production and domination she calls ‘worlding 
of the West as world’ in which Western interests are projected as the World's 
interests and become naturalised in the rest of world (Spivak, 1990).  
 
For Spivak, the construction and naturalisation of the idea of the 'Third World' 
obfuscate the construction and naturalisation of Western dominance and 
supremacy. She calls this process 'epistemic violence' of imperialism. She 
argues that this naturalisation occurs by a disavowal of the history of imperialism 
and the unequal balance of power between the ‘First’ and ‘Third’ Worlds in the 
global capitalist system. The outcome of this naturalisation is a discourse of 
modernisation in which colonialism is either ignored or placed securely in the 
past, so that we think it is over and does not affect – and has not affected - the 
construction of the present situation. The result is a sanctioned ignorance 
(constitutive disavowal) of the role of colonialism in the creation of the wealth of 
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what is called the ‘First World’ today, as well as the role of the international 
division of labour and exploitation of the Third World in the maintenance of this 
wealth. Within this naturalised logic, the beginning of the Third World is post-
WWII “with ‘First’ World growth patterns serving as history’s guide and goal” 
(Kapoor, 2004:669). This ideology produces the discourse of ‘development’ and 
policies of structural adjustment and free trade which prompt Third World 
countries to buy (culturally, ideologically, socially and structurally) from the ‘First’ 
a “self-contained version of the West”, ignoring both its complicity with and 
production by the ‘imperialist project’ (Spivak, 1988). Also within this framework, 
poverty is constructed as a lack of resources, services and markets, and of 
education (as the right subjectivity to participate in the global market), rather than 
a lack of control over the production of resources (Biccum, 2005:1017) or 
enforced disempowerment. This sanctioned ignorance, which disguises the 
worlding of the world, places the responsibility for poverty upon the poor 
themselves and justifies the project of development of the Other as a ‘civilising 
mission’.  
 
The West becoming global 
For Spivak the epistemic violence of colonialism makes this sanctioned 
ignorance work both ways with complementary results (as the Third World 
forgets about the worlding and ‘wants’ to be civilised/catch up with the West). In 
line with Said, Bhabha and Fanon, Spivak affirms that the colonial power 
changes the subaltern’s perception of self and reality and legitimises its cultural 
supremacy in the (epistemic) violence of creating an ‘inferior’ other and 
naturalising these constructs. Spivak illustrates that in the ‘First World’ it 
reinforces eurocentrism and triumphalism as people are encouraged to think that 
they live in the centre of the world, that they have a responsibility to ‘help the rest’ 
and that “people from other parts of the world are not fully global” (Spivak, 
2003:622). This has significant implications for the notion of ‘global citizenship’ 
(Whose globe? Whose citizenship? Who benefits?). However, in terms of the 
reproduction of this ideology, for Spivak the class culture is more important than 
geographic positioning: she refers to an elite global professional class (consisting 
of people in or coming from the First and the Third Worlds) marked by access to 
the internet and a culture of managerialism and of international non-
governmental organisations involved in development and human rights. She 
maintains that this global elite is prone to project and reproduce these 
ethnocentric and developmentalist mythologies onto the Third World ‘subalterns’ 
they are ready to help to ‘develop’. 
 
Issues of voice and engagement 
Spivak asserts that this baggage of sanctioned ignorances, as well as one’s 
institutional positionings, always mediate the representations and engagements 
with the Third World subaltern. In her critique, she shows that attempts to speak 
for the subaltern, to enable the subaltern to speak or even to listen to the 
subaltern can very easily end up silencing the subaltern. Her most influential 
essay “Can the subaltern speak?” (1988) draws on the example of the British 
intervention and the local reaction in relation to the practice of widow sacrifice 
(sati) in India to demonstrate how both colonial and ‘native’ representations of the 
oppressed are similarly problematic. She examines how the British tried to ban 
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the practice on the basis of their ‘civilising mission’ (justifying the imposition of the 
liberating and modernising regime of Empire), which Spivak illustrates in the 
sentence ‘White men are saving brown women from brown men’, in contrast with 
the dominant Hindu opposition illustrated in the sentence ‘But they want to die’ 
(committing a ‘pure’ and ‘courageous’ act) (Spivak, 1988).  
 
This process confirmed the self-image of the British as civilisationally superior in 
comparison to both the native woman and the local oppressors (Moore-Gilbert, 
1997). For Spivak, the voice of the widows is ignored in this exchange. She 
concludes that “between Patriarchy and Imperialism, subject constitution and 
object formation, the figure of the woman disappears […] There is no space from 
which the sexed subaltern can speak” (Spivak, 1988:306-307). She also uses the 
example of the political suicide of Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri that was interpreted in 
the local scene in India as sati to illustrate that even when the subaltern tries to 
say something, she is ‘re-interpreted’ from an ideological-political standpoint. 
When she asks ‘can the subaltern speak?’ her point is that, in the examples she 
gives, two meanings of representation are conflated: that of ‘speaking for’ 
(political representation) and that of ‘speaking about’ or re-presenting (making a 
portrait ‘as people are or would like to be’). This conflation ends up silencing the 
widows and erasing the role and the complicity of the ‘representers’ in the 
representational process.  
 
She also accuses Deleuze and Foucault of the same fault of making gross 
generalisations when speaking of/for the Third World subaltern (referring to 
categories such as ‘the workers’ or ‘the struggle’), using a discourse of 
emancipatory politics and assuming cultural solidarity among a heterogeneous 
people and ignoring the international divisions of labour, as well as their ties to a 
history of appropriation which reinforces their own prestige as interpreters of 
subaltern experience (Moore-Gilbert, 1997): “the banality of leftist intellectuals list 
of self-knowing, politically canny subalterns stands revealed: representing them, 
the intellectuals represent themselves as transparent” (Spivak, 1988:275). Being 
transparent means being able to “escape the determinations of the general 
system of Western exploitation of the Third World – in which Western modes and 
institutions of knowledge (such as universities and cultural theory) are deeply 
implicated” (Moore-Gilbert, 1997:89) She suggests that progressive intellectuals 
representing themselves as the ‘saviours of marginality’ and intervening 
‘benevolently’ to further the struggle of the subaltern for greater recognition and 
rights end up reproducing the same power relations that they seek to put an end 
to. 
 
The claim that the subaltern cannot speak means that she cannot speak in a way 
that would carry authority or meaning for non-subalterns without altering the 
relations of power/knowledge that constitute the subaltern in the first place 
(Beverley, 1999).  
 
However, Spivak also questions the assumption that the subaltern necessarily 
has a privileged insight into her own predicament - a pure or essential form of 
self- consciousness independent from the colonial discourses and practices that 
have constructed her as a social category. If the subaltern is constructed by the 
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hegemony of the dominant (even as an intending subject of resistance), by 
definition she cannot be autonomous (Moore-Gilbert, 1997:87). Thus, Spivak 
questions the subaltern’s ability to speak ‘for herself’ (without being a 
mouthpiece) and suggests that if the subaltern is speaking (given a voice) she is 
not a subaltern anymore and that the terms determined for her speech (the space 
opened for her to speak) will affect what is going to be said and how her voice 
will be heard. Therefore she is suspicious of attempts to retrieve a pure form of 
subaltern consciousness and suggests that the effort to produce a transparent or 
authentic (and heroic) subaltern is a desire of the intellectual to be benevolent or 
progressive that ends up silencing the subaltern once again (Kapoor, 2004). 
 
Western Knowledge production 
Spivak is critical of the way Western institutions produce knowledge about the 
'Third World' and their desire for the most ‘authentic’ and ‘pure’ Third World 
subject. She analyses the implications of placing native informants as authentic 
and exotic ‘insiders’ (while Western researchers are 'benevolent' outsiders). For 
her, this outside/inside binary results in a depoliticisation of ethnicity or in the 
placement of the onus for change on the Third World subaltern (or the informant 
as its representative) (Kapoor, 2004). Spivak suggests that the disavowal of 
geopolitical determinations or the complicity of the investigating subject (the 
material and cultural advantages resulting from imperialism and capitalism and 
the privileged identities as Westerner or native informant) in the attempt to 
champion marginality results in increased privilege for the investigating subject 
as s/he becomes 
 

…liable to speak for the subaltern, justifying power and domination, 
naturalising Western superiority, essentialising ethnicity, or asserting 
ethnocultural or class identity, all in the name of the subaltern (Kapoor, 
2004:631). 

 
She subjects benevolent engagements to scrutiny reminding us that such 
engagements always offer the risk of exacerbating the problems they are trying 
to address.  
 
Besides her critique of engagements with subalterns or ‘native informants’, 
Spivak’s critique also focuses on the production of knowledge about the Third 
World. She stands with Foucault in saying that knowledge is always loaded with 
power and that  
 

…getting to know (or ‘discursively framing’) the Third World is also about 
getting to discipline and monitor it, to have a more manageable Other: and 
helping the subaltern is often a reaffirmation of the social Darwinism 
implicit in ‘development’, in which ‘help’ is framed as ‘the burden of the 
fittest’ (Spivak, 2004:57).  

 
She sees the ‘field’ data collection – that she calls ‘information retrieval’ - carried 
out by Western university researchers (with personal/institutional interests) in the 
Global South as another form of imperialism in which the Third World provides 
resources for the First World. Spivak argues that this cultural imperialism 
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supplements socioeconomic imperialism as the Third World produces “the wealth 
and the possibility of the cultural self-representation of the First World” (Spivak, 
1990:96). As an illustration, she contends that it is the manipulation of the Third 
World labour that sustains the resources of the U.S. academy which produces 
the ideological supports for that very manipulation (ibid). Spivak identifies two 
specific aspects of this cultural imperialism. First is the (benevolent) appropriation 
and reinscription of the Third World as an Other – that can result in an 
exoticisation and ‘orientalisation’ of the Third World, an approach to the margin 
‘as a tourist’ which in turn advances the project of knowing the Third World to 
control it. The second aspect is the transformation of the South in a repository of 
data and the Western academy as the centre for value-added theory that 
transforms the raw material collected in the (Southern) ‘field’ into (Western) 
‘knowledge’ – keeping Western academy and the Western academic at the 
centre. 
 
Trap of tokenism and idealised representation 
Spivak maintains that one cannot leave one’s own baggage – or historical, 
geographic and class positionings - when encountering the Third World and that 
her own discipline and positioning as a Third World academic in the West is 
complicit in the reproduction of forms of Western hegemonic power over the 
Third World. This is one of the reasons why she looks into the role of Third World 
migrants living in the West who take advantage of discourses of multiculturalism 
and marginality to essentialise their ethnic identity and romanticise their national 
origins.  
 
As Hoofd (2006) points out, Spivak discusses how the revalidation of the West 
and the fantasy of the Cartesian subject as the power centre of evolution and 
action (whether capitalist or liberatory), relies upon the constant precarious 
‘reproduction of marginality’. People who can empower themselves through this 
claim of marginality, then have the paradoxical effect of becoming the agents of 
Eurocentris, since they are a “group susceptible to upward mobility” that pose as 
“authentic inhabitants of the margin” (Spivak, 1993:59) and as such seemingly 
prove and extend the application of the humanist subject and its technologies 
(Hoofd, 2006). For Spivak, this attitude can lead to ahistorical or fundamentalist 
claims and claims about the native informant as keeper of ethnic or subaltern 
knowledge. She implies that prioritising the ‘ethnic’ may end up “rewarding those 
who are already privileged or upwardly mobile, at the expense of the subaltern” 
(Kapoor, 2004:631). Spivak claims that upwardly mobile third worlders can also 
play an important role in the commodification of difference by packing their 
culture and selling it to a niche-market. She proposes that this new nativism 
conceals a reverse ethnocentrism that can lead to the perpetration of a new 
‘orientalism’ (ibid). 
 
Educational Implications 
Spivak’s writings provide a kind of educational project consisted of a series of 
hints on how to establish an ethical relation to the Other (or subaltern). She 
conceptualises education ‘to come’ in the humanities as the “uncoersive 
rearrangement of desires” (Spivak, 2004:526) that would result from the 
development of ‘transnational literacy’ (an understanding of how globalisation 
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works and how it can be negotiated). This would work (in different ways) as a 
supplementary education both for the metropolis and for the rural ‘subalterns’. 
This education should aim to build the habit of democratic civility through the 
activation of an ethical imperative conceptualised as a responsibility to the Other 
(as answerability or accountability) and not ‘for’ the Other (as the burden of the 
fittest). In this sense she refers to the necessity of addressing the 
“discountinuous divide between those who ‘right wrongs’ [from above] and those 
[below] who are wronged” (Spivak, 2004:563). Kapoor summarises her project as 
“a deconstructive position followed by a process of self-implication” (Kapoor, 
2004:640). Four distinct propositions in relation to this project of establishing an 
‘ethical relation to the Other’ are presented below.  
 
The first is ‘negotiation from within’. In contrast to what is implied in Orientalism 
(Said, 1978), Spivak rejects the idea that there is an uncontaminated space 
‘outside’ discourse, culture, institutions or geopolitics where one has access by 
virtue of lived experience or cultural origin or can claim purity, transparency or 
triumphalism and launch a critique without being implicated in it. Therefore, rather 
than a simple rejection of Western cultural institutions, texts, values and 
theoretical practices, she advocates critical negotiation from within. She argues 
that people should engage in a persistent critique of hegemonic discourses and 
representations as they inhabit them. This is why she promotes ‘deconstructive’ 
strategies for the critique of imperialism. For her, deconstruction “points out that 
in constructing any kind of an argument, we must move from implied premises, 
that must necessarily obliterate or finesse certain possibilities that question the 
validity of these premises in an absolute justifiable way” (Spivak, 1999:104). She 
also insists that  
 

Deconstruction does not say there is no subject, there is no truth, there is 
no history. It simply questions the privileging of identity so that someone is 
believed to have the truth. It is not the exposure of error. It is constantly 
looking into how truths are produced… That is why deconstruction doesn’t 
say logocentrism is a pathology, or metaphysical enclosures are 
something you can escape. Deconstruction, if one wants a formula, is, 
amongst other things, a persistent critique of what one cannot not want.” 
(Spivak, 1994:278) 
 

As the enterprise of deconstruction always falls prey to deconstruction itself, 
Spivak sees it as producing a ‘success-in-failure’ which creates “constructive 
questions and corrective doubts” (Moore-Gilbert, 1997:112) that lead to better 
practice. For her, deconstruction as a tool is a political safeguard against 
fundamentalisms and totalitarianisms (however seemingly benevolent) in its 
suggestion that masterwords like ‘the worker’ or ‘the woman’ have no political 
referents : 
 

For when you are succeeding in political mobilizations based on the 
sanctity of those masterwords, then it begins to seem as if these 
narratives, these characteristics, really existed. That is when all kinds of 
guilt tripping, card-naming arrogance, self-aggrandizement and so on, 
begin to spell the beginning of an end (Spivak, 1990:104). 
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However, she firmly maintains that deconstruction cannot found a political project 
of any kind. If foundational, it becomes “something like wishy-washy pluralism on 
the one hand, or a kind of irresponsible hedonism on the other” (ibid). She insists 
on the strategy of unsettling the dominant discourse from within because she 
believes that a counter discourse of reversal (e.g. valorising East over West to 
counter Orientalism) involves remaining within the logic of the opponent and “is 
more liable to cancellation or reappropriation by the dominant than a ‘tangential’ 
or ‘wild’ guerrilla mode of engagement” (Moore-Gilbert, 1997:85). She suggests 
that while reversal is a necessary stage, it must be followed by the displacement 
of the terms of opposition (through self-reflexivity/deconstruction) - or a position 
and counter position will continue to legitimise one another (ibid). 
 
Her second proposition, following from the first, is that critics need to 
acknowledge and be scrupulously vigilant (hyper self-reflexive) in relation to their 
complicities. Spivak makes it impossible to conceive of an innocent or inherently 
politically correct denunciation of (neo)colonialism derived from an unexamined 
identification with, or benevolence towards, the subaltern (Moore-Gilbert, 
1997:112) 
 
While Said, in “Orientalism” (1978), sees colonial history as a continuous 
narrative of oppression and exploitation, Spivak sees oppression, domination and 
their effects as much more complex. In contrast to Said and Bhabha, she enacts 
this complexity by consistently and scrupulously acknowledging the ambiguities 
in her own position as privileged Western-based critic of (neo-) colonialism, and 
draws attention quite explicitly to her ‘complicitous’ position in a ‘workplace 
engaged in the ideological production of neo-colonialism’ (Moore-Gilbert, 1997). 
This acknowledgement of complicity (and complexities) also affects the way she 
addresses imperialism: while never underestimating its destructive impact, she 
nonetheless insists on a recognition of its positive effects too, which she calls 
“enabling violations” (comparing it to children of rape) (Spivak, 1994:277). 
 
Her third proposition is that for an ethical encounter with the Third World, people 
should unlearn their privilege and learn to learn from below (from the subaltern). 
Kapoor has summarised this process as the pre-disposition to “retrace the 
itinerary of our prejudices and learning habits (from racism, sexism and classism 
to academic elitism and ethnocentrism), stop thinking of ourselves as better or 
fitter and unlearn dominant systems of knowledge and representation” (Kapoor, 
2004:641). Beverley (1999) defines ‘unlearning privilege’ as “working against the 
grain of our interests and prejudices by contesting the authority of the academy 
and knowledge centres at the same time that we continue to participate in them 
and to deploy that authority as teachers, researchers, administrators and 
theorists” (Beverley, 1999:31). More-Gilbert (1997) refers to unlearning as the 
“imperative to reconsider positions that once seemed self-evident and normal” 
(p.98). Kapoor (2004) asserts that unlearning means “stopping oneself from 
always wanting to correct, teach, theorise, develop, colonise, appropriate, use, 
record, inscribe, enlighten” (Kapoor, 2004:642). He quotes Alcoff’s statement that 
“the impetus to always be the speaker and speak in all situations must be seen 
for what it is: a desire for mastery and domination” (Alcoff, 1999:24 cited in 
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Kapoor, 2004:642). This implies that, in representing the other ‘over there’, 
careful scrutiny is needed ‘over here’ (ibid). 
 
Spivak has given up using the term ‘unlearning privilege’ in recent years, but she 
insists on the term learning to learn from below, which in any case implies 
unlearning privilege. She argues that learning from below is an old recipe that 
generally results in more of the same. She claims that learning from the subaltern 
requires a previous step: learning to learn – or clearing the way for an ethical 
relation with the subaltern. She warns against ambivalent structures of ‘enabling 
violations’ like human rights, which generally promote the righting of wrongs as 
the burden of the fittest. In this case, for example, learning to learn from below 
demands learning about ‘human wrongs’ and the legacies that have created the 
position of the dispenser of rights (and his sanctioned ignorances) in the first 
place. Without this previous learning, the result is the unexamined reproduction 
of Eurocentrism, which prompts the imposition of concepts like ‘democracy’, 
‘nation’, ‘participation’ as universal, natural, good, unproblematic and 
incontestable, while the contexts and historical circumstances in which these 
concepts were written are forgotten (Kapoor, 2004). Learning to learn from below 
is related to “a suspension of belief that one is indispensable, better or culturally 
superior; it is refraining from thinking that the Third World is in trouble and that 
one has the solutions; it is resisting the temptation of projecting oneself or one’s 
world onto the Other” (Spivak, 2002:6 cited in Kapoor, 2004:642). It is realising a 
historically established discontinuity between the subalterns and the activists and 
educators who are trying ‘to help’, and changing the notion of responsibility as 
the duty of the “fitter self” towards the other into responsibility to the other – as 
being called by and answerable to the other, “before will” (Spivak, 2004:535-537). 
 
Her last proposition is working without guarantees. As mentioned before, the 
project of deconstruction always falls prey to its own work and therefore creates 
what Spivak calls ‘success-in-failure’ . Kapoor (2004) summarises that, in 
practice, this means: 
 

becoming aware of the vulnerabilities and blind spots of one’s power and 
representational systems. It is accepting failure, or put positively, seeing 
failure as success. The implication is that…we need to learn to be open, 
not just, in the short-term, to the limits of our knowledge systems, but also 
to the long term logic of our profession: enabling the subaltern while 
working ourselves out of our jobs (p.644). 

 
Spivak's propositions lead to an educational project that creates spaces and 
provides the analytical tools and ethical grounds for learners to engage with 
global issues and perspectives addressing complexity, uncertainty, contingency 
and difference. In practice, compared to a liberal educational framework, her 
ideas offer an approach that attempts to go beyond ethnocentrism, essentialism, 
reversed racism and orientalism (as illustrated in table 1 in very general terms). 
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Table 1: A liberal versus a postcolonial educational project 
  

 A liberal framework A postcolonial framework 
Problem Poverty, helplessness Inequality, injustice 

Nature of the problem Lack of ‘development’, education, 
resources, skills, culture, technology, etc. 

Complex structures, systems, 
assumptions, power relations and 
attitudes that create and maintain 
exploitation and enforced 
disempowerment and tend to eliminate 
difference 

Justification for positions of 
privilege (in the North and 
in the South) 

‘Development’, ‘history’, education, 
harder work, better organisation, better 
use of resources, technology 

Benefit from and control over unjust and 
violent systems and structures 

Basis for caring Common humanity/being good/sharing 
and caring 
Responsibility FOR the other (or to teach 
the other) 

Justice/complicity in harm 
Responsibility TOWARDS the other (or 
to learn with the other) - accountability 

Grounds for acting Humanitarian/moral (based on normative 
principles for thought and action) 

Political/ethical (based on normative 
principles for relationships) 

Understanding of 
interdependence 

We are all equally interconnected, we all 
want the same thing, we can all do the 
same thing 

Asymmetrical globalisation, unequal 
power relations, Northern and Southern 
elites imposing own assumptions as 
universal 

What needs to change Structures, institutions and individuals 
that are a barrier to development 

Structures, (belief) systems, institutions, 
cultures, individuals, relationships 

What for So that everyone achieves development, 
harmony, tolerance and equality 

So that injustices are addressed, more 
equal grounds for dialogue and power 
are created 

What individuals can do Support campaigns to change structures, 
donate time, expertise and resources 

Analyse own position/context and 
participate in changing structures, 
assumptions, identities, attitudes and 
power relations in their contexts 

Basic principle for change Universalism (non-negotiable vision of 
how everyone should live what everyone 
should want or should be) 

Reflexivity, dialogue, contingency and an 
ethical relation to difference (radical 
alterity) 

Goal of global citizenship 
education 

Empower individuals to act (or become 
active citizens) according to what has 
been defined for them as a good life or 
ideal world 

Empower individuals: to reflect critically 
on the legacies and processes of their 
cultures and contexts, to imagine 
different futures and to take responsibility 
for their decisions and actions 

Strategies for the global 
dimension in education 

Raising awareness of global issues and 
promoting campaigns 

Promoting engagement with global 
issues and perspectives and an ethical 
relationship to difference, addressing 
complexity and power relations  

Potential benefits of the 
approach 

Greater awareness of some of the 
problems, support for campaigns, greater 
motivation to help/do something, feel 
good factor 

Independent/critical thinking and more 
informed, responsible and ethical action 

Potential problems of the 
approach 

Feeling of self-importance or self-
righteousness and/or cultural supremacy, 
reinforcement of colonial assumptions 
and relations, reinforcement of privilege, 
partial alienation, uncritical action 

Guilt, internal conflict and paralysis, 
critical disengagement, feeling of 
helplessness 

Source: Andreotti, 2006: 96-97 
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Spivak’s questions and ideas have inspired two research based international 
educational initiatives that the author of this paper is involved with: Open Spaces 
for Dialogue and Enquiry (OSDE) and Through Other Eyes (TOE). OSDE 
focuses on the development of critical literacy and independent thinking through 
the introduction of global issues and perspectives in educational contexts, 
including primary, secondary, higher and teacher education. The project website 
(www.osdemethodology.org.uk) offers a methodology for the creation of safe 
spaces for enquiry, guidelines for facilitation, and ‘copyleft’ resources for teacher 
education and secondary schools. TOE aims to develop an online teacher 
education course around 'indigenous' understandings of the development 
agenda. The objective of this course is to build transnational and critical literacies 
by supporting teachers and teacher trainees in England: 
 

• To develop an understanding of how language and systems of belief, 
values and representation affect the way people interpret the world  

• To identify how different groups understand issues related to development 
and their implications for the development agenda  

• To critically examine these interpretations - both ‘mainstream’ and 
indigenous - looking at origins and potential implications of assumptions  

• To identify an ethics for improved dialogue, engagement and mutual 
learning  

• To transfer the methodology developed in the programme into the 
classroom context through the analysis and piloting of sample classroom 
materials (using creative arts and other strategies) 

 
The conceptual framework of this project is based on 4 dimensions which were 
partly inspired by Spivak’s ideas of ‘unlearning’: 1. learning to unlearn; 2. learning 
to listen; 3. learning to learn and 4.learning to reach out (or engage with the 
other). This project is still in its ‘piloting phase’, but draft resources can be found 
at www.throughothereyes.org.uk. 
 
In conclusion, Spivak's suggestions offer the sketch of a framework for an 
educational approach that could enable learners to value and learn from 
difference and to reconstruct their worldviews and identities based on an ‘ethical 
relation to the other’. Her insights add strength to the argument around the 
significance of critical literacy as an educational practice that prompts learners to 
examine their locus of enunciation and the connections between language, 
power and knowledge, to transform relationships and to reason and act 
responsibly. 
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