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Editorial

Educational Philosophy and Theory

Introduction: Critical times? Conditions, constraints, and 
cooptions in contemporary educational critique

Introduction

In educational research, various conceptions of critique and criticality serve as markers 
for distinct genres of scholarship and writing, as well as for particular types of journals 
and monographs (Molla, 2021; Savage et  al., 2021). Critique operates as a means of 
delineating disciplinary boundaries and signaling theoretical allegiances, each shaped by 
specific historical, political, and cultural contexts. Despite its widespread use as a signifier 
of certain scholarly orientations, the meaning of critique remains a persistent subject of 
debate. There is no singular or universally accepted definition of the term, nor a fixed 
way to practice critique.

Nor is critique confined to academic discourse, which poses further challenges of definition 
and classification. Diverse forms of criticality have frequently been mobilized and at times 
co-opted for a range of political and governmental purposes. This is evident in the proliferation 
of climate populism and vaccine skepticism during the COVID-19 pandemic, which blurred the 
boundaries between critique grounded in scientifically validated argumentation and that which 
emerges from the echo chambers of social media. Such developments underscore the com-
plexities of critique in what is often described as the post-truth era.

As Rebughini (2018, p. 3) notes, critique is marked by ‘polysemic confusion (…) extend-
ing from common sense and everyday forms of criticism, through literary critical analysis, 
to the theoretical elaborations of modern “critical theory”’. Therefore any attempt to examine 
the historical and contemporary variations of critique risks overgeneralization. As Butler 
(2002) cautions, ‘Critique is always a critique of some instituted practice, discourse, epis-
teme, institution, and it loses its character the moment in which it is abstracted from its 
operation and made to stand alone as a purely generalizable practice’.

Acknowledging these risks and caveats, this special issue engages both theoretically and 
empirically with the concept of critique and the question of what it means to be critical in 
the current spacetimes of education. It interrogates the diverse conditions, constraints, and 
co-options of critique in contemporary educational contexts. In this introductory essay, we first 
trace some of the historical trajectories that have shaped Western understandings of critique. 
We then explore the contemporary landscape through various tropes of critical inquiry, exam-
ining their perceived possibilities and limitations in social and educational research. Finally, we 
provide an overview of the contributing articles and the ways in which they engage with 
critique across different educational domains and methodological approaches.

Critique as an attitude and an art

Although the meanings, contexts, targets, and stakes of critique are today manifold, it 
is still possible, following Butler’s (2002) notion of ‘constrained generality’, to identify 
recurring gestures toward critique in the Western tradition. As an art, critique can be 
traced to the Greek expression kritikē tekhnē, the art of judgment. In antiquity, this 
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2 EDITORIAL

referred to practices of legal and rhetorical discernment, particularly in jurisprudence, 
where decisions were made through reasoned evaluation. Under Christian rule, the art 
of critique was developed in ecclesiastical philology as a method to ascertain the authen-
ticity and accuracy of religious texts. Philological critique thus became a tool for distin-
guishing truth from error, often through close textual analysis and interpretive rigor. 
These early forms of judgment and textual scrutiny laid the groundwork for later critical 
traditions in philosophy, theology, and eventually the social sciences (Raffnsøe, 2017).

In Christianity, building on classical Greek and Hellenic philosophy, critique also devel-
oped avant la lettre in the form of an attitude and an ethico-political virtue—a way of 
thinking, speaking, and acting that reflects one’s relationship to knowledge, power, society, 
and others. It became a mode of governing and knowing oneself, as well as a means of 
being subjected to detailed governance (Foucault, 2024). Foucault traces the genealogy 
of this critical attitude to medieval Christian monasticism, where individuals were governed, 
and governed themselves, through intricate forms of spiritual oversight. This variety of 
pastoral power involved practices of examining the contents of one’s soul and exposing 
them to scrutiny through confession. Here, even the most innocuous inner movements 
were interpreted as potential signs of moral or spiritual failure (Foucault, 2021, 2024). This 
deep suspicion toward appearances laid the groundwork for modern forms of critical 
inquiry and what later became the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ (Ricoeur, 2008), an inter-
pretive approach that assumes the presence of underlying power structures, ideologies, 
or hidden meanings beneath surface texts or social practices. In this sense, philological 
and spiritual critique converged in cultivating a disposition of vigilance, toward oneself, 
others, and the world, that continues to inform contemporary critical traditions.

In the early modern period, examination and confession evolved into what Foucault 
calls the tekhnē tekhnōn or ars artium—a general ‘art of governing people’. In doing so, 
it extended beyond monastic life to families, cities, and states (Foucault, 2024). However, 
with the Reformation, this ‘conduct of conduct’ was increasingly met with counter-conducts—
resistances to being governed in particular ways. These were guided by the question: How 
not to be governed like this, by these people, in the name of these principles? (Foucault, 2024). 
Counter-conducts in the Reformation era took various forms, including challenges to 
ecclesiastical authority, the rejection of sacramental confession, and the promotion of 
direct, unmediated relationships with scripture and divine truth. Movements such as 
Protestantism emphasized individual conscience and personal interpretation of the Bible, 
undermining the centralized mechanisms of spiritual governance. These resistances were 
not merely theological but also political, as they reconfigured the relationship between 
subjectivity, authority, and truth.

Thus, the critical attitude became marked by a tension between submission to governance 
and the interrogation of its legitimacy. It is the moment when the subject ‘gives themselves 
the right to interrogate (…) truth about its effects of power and to interrogate power in its 
discourses on truth’ (Foucault, 2024, p. 34). This shift inaugurated a new mode of critique that 
treated governance not as a given but as a contingent practice open to contestation. In doing 
so, it laid the groundwork for modern political rationalities, where freedom is conceived not 
as the absence of power but as the capacity to question and transform its operations.

Enlightenment

Critique as a private judgement presented in the public sphere and following the dictates 
of universal reason, originated first as a counter-conduct against governmentality in the 
absolutist age. It reached its apotheosis in the Enlightenment—an era defined as the age 
of critique (Raffnsøe, 2017). It was then that critique became fully institutionalized across 
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various domains of the public sphere in Europe, such as the republic of letters and the 
arts, where individuals assumed a tribunal-like position to judge religion, politics, the state, 
and the sciences from a standpoint external to their authority (Koselleck, 1998). In an 
‘infinite process of relativization’ (p. 108) that cut across different areas of human knowl-
edge as well as bourgeois spheres of the society, everything was to be subjected to 
scrutiny regarding its legitimacy (see also Raffnsøe, 2017).

This shift also marked a transformation in the relationship to time. Tradition ceased to 
serve as the primary source of legitimation; instead, the future became radically open to 
human intervention and improvement (Koselleck, 1998). Critique thus derived its authority 
from a vision of a better future imagined as universally beneficial.

Assuming a critical attitude became a pedagogical imperative, epitomized in Kant’s 
famous dictum sapere aude, ‘dare to know’, in the sense of courage to use one’s own 
reason without external guidance. This imperative positioned the subject in a dual role: 
both governed and governing, both prosecutor and prosecuted. The individual became a 
personal subject and simultaneously a representative of impersonal, public reason 
(Koselleck, 1998). Even error, in this framework, was not failure but a moment of learning 
and transformation. As Sloterdijk (1987) suggests, the Enlightenment subject, governed 
by the dictates of reason alone, may emerge victorious through error, having gained 
insight and autonomy in the process.

Ideology critique

Yet Enlightenment critique soon reached its limits. It became obvious that rational argu-
mentation alone could not dismantle entrenched power structures, which clung steadfastly 
to privilege and belief (Sloterdijk, 1987). Critique also confronted the paradox of ideology: 
citizens often failed to recognize forms of injustice or accepted them as inevitable. This is 
because ideology presents the status quo as the universal fulfilment of freedom and 
equality, while simultaneously naturalizing and/or obfuscating the reproduction of violent 
coercion and inequality (Jaeggi, 2009). From Marx to the Frankfurt School, ideology critique 
has therefore sought to expose mechanisms of decontestation and deproblematization—
processes that render social conditions and self-relations seemingly unquestionable and 
immutable (Jaeggi, 2009). Ideology critique entertains continuous suspicion toward what 
appears natural and benign, pointing out contradictions and contributing to 
emancipation.

A powerful example of ideology critique in education is Paulo Freire’s classic Pedagogy 
of the Oppressed Freire, Freire, (1972). Drawing on Marxist and Frankfurt School thought, 
Freire observed that systemic oppression often operates unconsciously. The oppressed 
frequently internalize the worldview of their oppressors, such that they both embody and 
aspire to the oppressor’s position. This internalization leads to self-contempt and inhibits 
the possibility of transformative action.

Freire’s pedagogy centers on conscientização, developing critical awareness of one’s 
social condition and the possibility of collective change. His pedagogical approach to 
critique is decidedly dialogical, rejecting the hierarchical ‘banking model’ of education in 
favor of mutual learning rooted in lived experience.

Freire illustrates this through literacy campaigns in rural communities in Brazil. Freire 
and his colleagues engaged with locals to identify societal challenges and conflicts, which 
are transformed into concrete situations for collective discussion. Using materials like 
newspaper headlines or photographs, participants would reflect on their ideological 
assumptions and begin to imagine alternative futures.
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For Freire, emancipatory education must always begin with the most disadvantaged, 
who are in the best position to understand the nature of oppression. Any pedagogy that 
bypasses their experiences risks reproducing domination. Once the oppressed are no 
longer oppressed, the pedagogy ideally evolves into a ‘pedagogy of all men (sic) in the 
process of permanent liberation’ (p. 31).

In a similar vein, bell hooks (1994) has adapted Freirean principles to address oppression 
based on race and gender. She highlights how American universities silence African-American 
women under the guise of political neutrality. To counter this, hooks creates spaces for 
dialogue and autobiographical reflection, enabling marginalized voices to articulate their 
experiences and challenge oppressive structures. Ideally, this process of giving voice 
becomes a catalyst for awareness and societal transformation.

Crisis and co-optation of critique

This brief and simplified historical overview helps explain why critique has become so ubiqui-
tous today: it offers a way of questioning the legitimacy of governance and the truths that 
justify it. Yet, its widespread presence has also led to growing discontent, particularly due to 
its co-optation and banalization across various geopolitical contexts since the 1970s.

In Europe, this shift coincided with a broader sense of disillusionment which Habermas 
(1986) called the exhaustion of utopian energies and the onset of a ‘new obscurity’ across 
liberal democracies. It seemed that the tide had turned against ideology critique, which 
had once been a hallmark of emancipatory thought (Jaeggi, 2009). Several influential 
analyses have addressed this predicament.

Peter Sloterdijk’s Critique of Cynical Reason (1987) diagnosed Europe as suffering from 
an ‘enlightened false consciousness’, where individuals are perfectly aware of ideological 
contradictions but remain disengaged. This condition breeds cynicism—a loss of utopian 
drive and a retreat into ironic detachment rather than transformative action.

Across the Atlantic, Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind Bloom, Bloom, (1987) 
lamented the erosion of critical thinking in American universities. Anticipating recent 
diagnoses of post-truth conditions, Bloom argued that the popularization of liberal 
self-interest and the academic embrace of post-structuralist thought (particularly the 
alleged relativism of Foucauldian and Derridean philosophy) had left students without the 
intellectual tools to resist consumerism or critically evaluate dominant ideals of the good 
life and just society. In a climate where ‘all is relative’, the focus shifts toward the self as 
a project, undermining shared standards of truth, reason, and moral judgment.

A more tempered and sociologically grounded critique comes from Luc Boltanski and 
Ève Chiapello’s The New Spirit of Capitalism (2005). They observed how elements of artistic 
critique, such as the embrace of creativity, autonomy, and fulfillment, were absorbed into 
management and leadership discourses in the latter half of the twentieth century. What 
once served as marginal resistance became central to capitalist productivity. This illustrates 
how critique can be co-opted and transformed into an instrument of governance (see 
also Raffnsøe, 2017).

In education, Jan Masschelein (2004) similarly noted that by the early 2000s, many 
values and ideals associated with being critical, such as autonomy, critical reflection, and 
lifelong education, had been appropriated by mainstream political discourses of education. 
These ideals, once connected to critical theory, now serve as normative expectations 
within neoliberal frameworks of self-assessment and personal development.

This shift has led to a broader critique of critique itself, particularly of the aforemen-
tioned ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ that allegedly underpinned ideology critique. Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick (1997) argued that this ‘paranoid’ mode of critique, while effective in 
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uncovering hidden power structures, had reached a point where it no longer fostered 
societal transformation. During the AIDS crisis in 1980s New York, Sedgwick observed that 
the gay community did not need further conscientization; they were already acutely aware 
of the oppressive systems affecting them. What was needed was not more exposure of 
ideology, but forms of critique oriented toward care, solidarity, and action.

Bruno Latour (2004) echoed a growing concern when he famously declared that critique 
had ‘run out of steam’. His worry was not directed at any single critical theory, but at the 
broader practice of unmasking power and ideology, a practice that, he argued, had lost 
its transformative edge. In a world where the tools and language of critique have been 
widely appropriated and neutralized, Latour questioned whether critique could still serve 
emancipatory ends.

This concern has been picked up in the diagnoses of today’s escalated and polarized 
political climate, particularly in controversies surrounding freedom of speech and academic 
freedom. These debates are increasingly permeated by the politics of appropriation—a 
strategic redeployment of concepts and values from their original domains into new 
political registers (Brøgger, Dillabough, Petö, forthcoming). What is particularly striking is 
how one notion of freedom is often appropriated to undermine another. In this sense, 
the politics of appropriation becomes a defining feature of contemporary discourse, where 
dissimulation is elevated to a political art form (Gelber & Murphy, 2023, p. 327; Mondal, 
2025), and crises are manufactured to justify ideological interventions.

Feminist scholars began identifying these dynamics as early as the late 2000s, partic-
ularly in the context of anti-gender movements. These movements do not merely oppose 
feminism—they strategically appropriate its discursive terrain and institutional spaces by 
co-opting the language of gender equality and inserting themselves into arenas once 
cultivated for feminist organizing. Here, the struggle over gender is no longer just about 
defending past achievements but about reimagining its political potential through populist 
practice (Grzebalska et  al., 2017). In this way, we see how the strategic appropriation and 
weaponization of the principle of academic freedom can be mobilized to incite cultural 
anger and intensify societal polarization. In some cases, such mobilization contributes to 
broader crises and, at its most extreme, can even facilitate shifts in the social order 
(Brøgger et  al., forthcoming; Scatamburlo-D’Annibale, 2021).

Alongside the co-optation of critique, there has been growing awareness of critique’s 
tendency to reproduce the very structures it seeks to dismantle. Already in the 1960s, 
concerns emerged that emancipatory theories, when applied in educational practice, could 
devolve into travesties or new forms of oppression. Adorno, for instance, observed trou-
bling authoritarian tendencies within the West German left-wing student movement, 
warning that its violent rhetoric risked echoing fascist impulses (Adorno & Marcuse, 1999). 
Foucault (1980) cautioned radical Maoist student activists against staging people’s courts 
to try bourgeois representatives, arguing that such practices merely replicated the oppres-
sive state structures they opposed.

In a similar vein, anti-colonial and post-colonial theorists have interrogated the very 
foundations of modern critique, particularly its Enlightenment and Marxist legacies. Scholars 
such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) and Dipesh Chakrabarty (1992), argue that 
critique often carries Eurocentric assumptions about rationality, progress, and universality. 
Western intellectual traditions, even when claiming to empower the oppressed or decon-
structing their own assumptions, often speak for them rather than with them, thereby 
reproducing colonial hierarchies of knowledge and authority.

In education this danger of reproducing rather than dismantling oppression was 
explored by feminist pedagogues in the 1980s and 1990s. Jennifer Gore (1992) noted that 
a teacher committed to feminist ideals might inadvertently assume illegitimate authority 
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by prescribing what empowerment should look like. Elizabeth Ellsworth (1989) offered a 
compelling example from her own teaching at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, where 
she aimed to dismantle racism through open dialogue. Despite her intentions, 
African-American students did not feel emancipated. The hidden structures of university 
education, dominated by a white, privileged academic, meant that discourse unfolded on 
her terms, subtly reinforcing the very racism it sought to challenge. Concepts like empow-
erment, voice, and dialogue, though well-meaning, can become ‘repressive myths’ that 
perpetuate dominant norms such as heteronormativity and racial privilege (see also Kwok 
in this issue).

Gert Biesta (2017) refers to this dynamic as the logic of emancipation. It rests on the 
assumption that those under ideological influence cannot liberate themselves and must 
be guided by those who have already achieved critical awareness. This creates an asym-
metrical power structure in which the teacher is positioned as the bearer of truth, while 
the student’s experience is rendered unreliable. Emancipation, in this logic, is not 
self-directed but predetermined by the educator.

Such a logic undermines the possibility of genuine dialogue. It applies to situations 
where educators fail to critically reflect on their own assumptions and practices, and where 
they are unable to engage with students as equals in a shared inquiry into the goals and 
meanings of education. Paulo Freire (1972) himself pointed out that all too often the 
result of subversive action is that the oppressed become the oppressors. Educators must 
therefore be aware of this risk in themselves and in others. Serving the people requires 
from the critical educator a radical inner transformation and a willingness to question 
one’s own ideas and practices.

Reparative and affirmative potentials?

Recent debates around the co-options, constraints and possibilities of critique are not 
characterized merely by lamentation, but also calls towards its revitalization. What Latour 
(2004) proposed as a break away from the dead end was to think about critique as addi-
tion rather than subtraction from reality, multiplication of complexities rather than reducing 
to a single, albeit heretofore hidden, power mechanism or interest. Compositionism, in 
this sense, invites us to shift from dismantling to assembling—foregrounding the gener-
ative, world-building potential of critique that does not merely expose but also proposes, 
constructs, and sustains.

Borrowing the term from Melanie Klein, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1997) talks of a ‘repar-
ative’ form of reading and critique, one that resists the paranoid impulse to unmask and 
instead seeks to nurture, to repair, to imagine alternative futures. Reparative reading and 
critique does not deny the existence of harm or power, but it refuses to be defined solely 
by them; it opens space for affect, creativity, and care within critical practice. Together, 
compositionist and reparative approaches gesture toward a mode of critique that is not 
exhausted by suspicion, but animated by the possibility of making and remaking the 
world otherwise.

This reparative potential is also inherent in the idea of affirmative critique, or a ‘critique 
beyond criticism’. Raffnsøe et  al. (2022) distinguish between negative and affirmative 
critique, while warning that these labels are not meant to pass judgment, claim preference 
for one over the other or present the two as binary and mutually incompatible. They find 
negative critique as a prevalent form of exercising critique that favors disclosure, ‘examines 
assumptions in order to prove which ones are false’ and backs away from that which is 
critiqued. Raffnsøe, Staunæs, and Bank trace negative critique back to early modernity 
and Enlightenment as a project of breaking away from the dominant authorities and 
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dogma. As another form of relationship to the wider world, affirmative critique focuses 
on and intensifies (thus ‘affirms’) something that is still arriving in the object of critique 
and remains unredeemed, that which may become or may be in the making as an alter-
native to what is. Rather than privileging detachment and judgment, affirmative stance 
emphasizes ‘the specificity of the response to the world’ (Raffnsøe et  al., 2022, p. xx).

The seeds of affirmative critique can be found in post-structuralist thought. Foucault 
conceptualizes critique as a rupture in knowledge that opens toward a future it cannot 
fully know or regulate (Foucault, 2024). Butler extends this view, emphasizing critique as 
a practice that exposes the limits of epistemological horizons and invites self-transformation 
(Butler, 2002). Affirmative critique, in this sense, is characterized by openness, it affirms 
what is not yet fully present, what is à venir, to use Derrida’s term for what is yet to come 
(Brøgger, 2014; Raffnsøe et  al., 2022). It is about ‘staying with the trouble’ (Haraway, 2016), 
nurturing and encouraging something within what it critiques, rather than distancing itself 
from it. Moving beyond mere counter-criticism, affirmative critique identifies and cultivates 
emerging possibilities, focusing on what is already underway in its subject matter. It seeks 
to articulate, experiment with, and test these possibilities to ‘work the ruins’ (St. Pierre & 
Pillow, 2000) of critique (Raffnsøe et  al., 2022; Staunæs, Raffnsøe, Brøgger in this SI).

Another term for a similar response to the situation where ‘the intellectual or political 
payoff of interrogating, demystifying, and defamiliarizing is no longer quite so self- evident’ 
(Anker & Felski, 2017, p. 1) is postcritique. Drawing on queer theory, postcolonial studies, 
and feminist criticism, the term postcritique denotes a general aspiration ‘testing out new 
possibilities and intellectual alternatives’ in practices of critique’ (p. 2). The concept of 
postcritique has also gained traction in critical educational theory. In their Manifesto for 
Post-critical pedagogy, Hodgson et  al. (2018) see that the critical pedagogy has reached 
its limits in pointing out false consciousness. Therefore we need critique, the aim of which 
is not ‘to debunk but to protect and to care’ (p. 17; see also Vlieghe & Zamojski, this issue)

Critique, in this affirmative register, becomes a defense of the possibilities inherent in 
education. One of the most well-known philosophical examples of this is Jan Masschelein 
and Maarten Simons’ In Defense of the School (2013a). They begin by outlining the widespread 
obsession with school critique: school as unresponsive, alienated, closed, and slow. Movements 
such as deschooling reflect this discontent. This critique stands as the underbelly of the 
‘pedagogical reflex’, where imagined societal problems are seen as solvable through edu-
cation. When schools fail to deliver on these expectations, they are further criticized.

Why, then, does the school persist? And can we still find legitimate reasons for its 
existence in contemporary societies, not despite but because of its distance from society? 
Without denying that schools reproduce inequalities, Masschelein and Simons argue that 
what often appears as legitimate critique can also serve to tame what is most potent in 
the pedagogical form of schooling. School, they claim, is also a space for sustaining open, 
democratic societies and fostering critical public discussion.

In order for school to fulfill this role, it must remain partially autonomous, a distinct 
and independent enclave within society. This autonomy entails two key characteristics. 
First, the knowledge studied in school must be detached from immediate demands for 
utility and practicality. Second, school must allow students to temporarily suspend their 
other societal roles and obligations.

This logic also applies to higher education and its possibilities for engaging in critique. 
The old and persisting idea of universitas or collegium reflects a similar form of autonomy 
as it involves a coming together of subjects who are temporarily divested from their 
place and interests in society. From this removed position, it has been possible to pro-
duce critical insights that are not immediately bound by social utility or instrumen-
tal goals.
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This is the case, for example, with the student and faculty protests in Europe and North 
America during the 1960s, which were not, as Allan Bloom suggested, a triumph of hedo-
nism and relativism. Rather, they represented a demand for spaces of thought and critique 
that resist instrumentalization and uphold the autonomy of educational institutions as sites 
of democratic engagement and intellectual freedom (Masschelein & Simons, 2012, 2013b).

In spite of current attacks on educational institutions, there are still structures within 
schools and universities that can foster critique as a practice of care. As Hodgson, Vlieghe, 
and Zamojski write, this involves ‘creating a space of thought that enables practice to 
happen anew. This means (re)establishing our relation to our words, opening them to 
question, and giving philosophical attention to these devalued aspects of our forms of 
life, and thus, in line with a principled normativity, defending these events as autotelic—
not functionalized—but simply worth caring for’ (p. 17).

A catalogue of possibilities: Articles in this special issue

The articles in this special issue demonstrate that the forms of critique outlined above 
are not only conceptually diverse but also practically generative in multiple ways. Each 
contribution engages critique differently—whether by denaturalizing assumptions, exposing 
power structures and injustices, identifying risks, paradoxes, and limitations within critique 
itself, or imagining new possibilities and reinvigorating old potentials for action. They also 
attest to the fact that the forms of critique introduced above have not replaced or sur-
passed one another. Rather, each carries its own function and purpose, responding to 
distinct contexts, traditions, and problems.

‘The unbearable lightness of being’ a post-industrial learner: Contemporary 
capitalism, education and critique

Theoretically, the authors re-engage with critical theory, the Frankfurt School tradition, 
to take issue with theoretical universalism and develop a more situated critique of edu-
cation and work in contemporary capitalism and society. They remind us that theoretical 
tools need to constantly be put to the test in the world as they are never external to 
the world they examine. In this sense, the authors offer an excursion into the post-capitalist 
Western world where cognitive labourers are the new category of precarious workers. 
Moreover, in the post-capitalist context education is not only transformed to provide 
new kind of workforce but is turned into a service sector of post-industrial capitalism. 
What is remarkable for their empirical case of the OECD’s policies is its borrowing of 
humanistic concepts that at close examination reveal themselves to be camouflaged 
individualism carefully attending to the shift to cognitive capitalism expects workers to 
commit their full subjectivity, emotions and essence as humans in the productive process. 
In addition, Robertson and Beech look at the normative dimensions of theory as an 
opportunity to offer possibilities for intervention, thus arguing against a critical theory 
that merely debunks. Normatively, they offer a set of propositions that might guide 
education into the future and social justice. Finally, the authors’ allegorical reference to 
Milan Kundera’s ‘The unbearable lightness of being’ offers an example of the analytical 
and inspirational possibilities of literary critique for scholarly critical work. Weaving 
Kundera’s masterful prose, they alert us to the controversies of OECD’s vision for educa-
tion, and simultaneously remind us that we are dealing with existential questions for 
education and societies at large.
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Critique and education under new climatic and digital conditions: From a 
logic of division to a logic of gathering

In this article the authors start from the root of the word critique (regardless of context) 
as, arguably, a matter of counting and dividing. While equally setting off from critical theory 
and other critical approaches and emancipatory movements, they revisit it for a different 
purpose: to warn against the multiplication of ever more nuanced and complex divisions 
that offer fruitful analytical insights but simultaneously risk erasing experiences of inhabiting 
a common world. The latter is particularly imperative in the current moment of planetary 
extinction and intensifying digitalization. Alertness to the digital and planetary condition 
places this article in the realm of contextually sensitive critique with an explicit normative 
orientation. How do we critique in the world where both many critical approaches and 
private ‘infospeheres’ (Han, 2022) inhabited by real people feed off intense fragmentation. 
Viewed through this lens, a critical approach marked by maximum division needs to be 
supplemented by a post-critical one. The post-critical normative stance proposed by the 
authors is a practice of gathering around a common thing. Their post-critical stance is thus 
pedagogical rather than scholarly in the sense that it is an intervention into the world 
through a conscious educational act of practicing attention to and engagement with a 
shared concern. This is also a form of post-digital practice as it foregrounds physical presence.

Affirmative critique as counter-archiving and an-archiving: For another 
academic freedom to come

The article examines how the notions of critique and freedom of speech were co-opted 
in a controversy on alleged ‘excessive academic activism’ and ‘pseudo-Research’ in Denmark 
by the right-wing and anti-gender movements and used to attack proponents of gender 
studies. The article also presents preliminary thoughts about how to respond to the present 
tendency to turn academic concepts and practices of critique upside down by formulating 
ten dogmas of affirmative critique and experimenting with forms of an-archiving as a 
means of embracing uncertainty and of carrying out minor acts of resistance. The authors 
start from the well-established practice of critique as an open scrutiny of beliefs and 
opinions, established attitudes, and prejudices, as well as inherited dogmas to test whether 
they are valid and it is warranted to subscribe to them. They show how conservative 
politicians hijack this form of critique, pretending to act as its patrons. However examining 
the cases more thoroughly makes it apparent that the practicing of critique by these 
actors is put in the service of slating opponents rather than truth. To the authors of the 
article, this situation caricatures critique, evidencing critique being in ruins. Paradoxically 
then, while critique persists and spreads, it is in a state of decline and destruction. Similar 
to the authors of other articles in this special issue, Staunæs, Raffnsøe and Brøgger end 
their article by imagining alternatives. To them, scientists (re)acting to right-wing slander 
according to the rules of critique that explain and evidence their research is unproductive 
in an environment where critique is a weapon, and the rules of the game keep changing. 
Another strategy is needed, which they grasp through the notion of affirmative critique 
and modes of being. Their dogmas of affirmative critique focus on amplifying potential 
for other forms of academic freedom while an-archiving uses parody and hyperbole to 
highlight the absurdity of the events and the insincerity of the actors attacking researchers.

Open-ended and unresolved: Criticality as a practice and a process

The trouble with caricatures is also addressed in Helkala, Tomperi and Varpanen. Scholarly 
critique may unfold in ways where a representative of one tradition distorts the object 
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of critique to such an extent that what remains is merely a caricature. Their article exam-
ines scholarly and pedagogical traditions of criticality to claim that interactions between 
incommensurable traditions are key to their flourishing. They advocate for a sincere and 
open interest in different forms of critique as crucial not only for learning but as a form 
of self-criticism and a means to sharpen the practice of critique within the different tra-
ditions. Differences and tensions can produce new insights without the need to claim 
dominance or spur competition. This is not to say that disputes between critical positions 
should be abandoned. Instead, the article is about continuous engagement with and 
across difference as an ongoing practice of criticality. To illustrate their claim, the authors 
bring into dialogue French poststructuralism and American pragmatism to outline the 
theoretical contours of criticality as practice, making the argument deliberately with the 
help of two supposedly diametrically opposed authors, Deleuze and Dewey. Helkala, 
Tomperi and Varpanen echo other articles as they too return to the condition of frag-
mentation that characterizes not only contemporary society but also academia, offering 
practical ways of generous and generative dialogue. Concretely, different forms of critique 
converge around a set of shared problems or questions that they address, such as ‘What 
is good thinking?’ These problems/questions form a productive ground for both theoretical 
and pedagogical engagement.

Difficult critique: Some psychoanalytic provocations from Freud and Lacan for 
anti-racist pedagogies in post-truth times

The final article by Henry Kwok opens with the risks identified by Ellsworth, reminding 
us that critique does not always reach its intended goal. Using anti-racist pedagogies as 
a point of departure, Kwok draws on Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytic theory to 
locate the challenges of critique at an unconscious level. The difficulty of critique, he 
argues, does not stem from a lack of knowledge about racial inequalities. Rather, it emerges 
from transferential dynamics, particularly the subject’s relation to the crowd as a 
subject-supposed-to-know. In such dynamics, critique may be deflected, resisted, or mis-
recognized—not because the facts are unclear, but because unconscious investments 
complicate the reception of critical insight.

Kwok’s intervention is not merely diagnostic. He ends with a provocative question: 
Should critique, to be truly educative, feel unsettling and disturbing, rather than empow-
ering and pleasurable? This question reframes the affective dimension of critique, sug-
gesting that discomfort may be a necessary condition for transformation. In doing so, 
Kwok echoes the broader concerns of this special issue: that critique, if it is to remain 
vital, must confront not only ideological structures but also examine those forces that 
shape how critique is received, constrained, enacted, and lived.

Concluding remarks: Toward a regenerative future for critique

This introduction has outlined the historical trajectories, conceptual tensions, and con-
temporary challenges surrounding critique in educational and political contexts. From its 
Enlightenment roots as a tool of reason and emancipation to its co-option and appropri-
ation within neoliberal governance and populist rhetoric, critique has undergone significant 
transformations. The widespread instrumentalization of critical language, particularly in 
debates around academic freedom, gender, and ideology, has revealed both the limits 
and the enduring relevance of critique as a mode of inquiry. Tracing the history of critique 
does not suggest a linear progression or that certain modes have become obsolete or 
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permanently ‘run out of steam’. Rather, today we inhabit a landscape where multiple 
traditions and repertoires of critique coexist, offering a catalogue of possibilities to draw 
upon in response to the cultural, ethical, and political exigencies of education.

In this spirit, critique is not merely a reaction to power but a method of engaging 
with the conditions of possibility for thinking, acting, and imagining otherwise. The chal-
lenge ahead is to cultivate forms of critique that are responsive to the shifting terrains 
of education and politics, while remaining open to futures they cannot yet fully know.
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