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Abstract

Very few parts of the world are safe from the harms of intolerance, othering, conflict and
war. Even in relatively peaceful pockets of society, the potential for incitement and hatred
simmers beneath the surfaces of daily lives. Human suffering and destruction have become
normalised, if not in our immediate vicinities, then on our screens. For too many people and
communities, it is as if being human necessarily means living in a state of wretchedness.
What might philosophy of education have to offer in addressing the perilous state of
humanity? This essay singles out the predominance of fear as a key factor in the othering and
dehumanisation of people. In response, | propose that fear can be unlearnt, allayed and
disrupted if we question the ‘truths’ we know about others; if educational sites embrace
diversity by encouraging curiosity and dialogue; and by turning towards one another by
recognising our fragile intimacy.
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Moral superiority and oppression

Notions and proclamations of world peace exist because the world has never been at peace.
Instead, it has always been a place of othering, intolerance, dehumanisation, and annihilation,
often putting into motion generational patterns of pain, grief and suffering. Making sense of
the persistency of this turbulence can adopt any number of frames — most of which rely on
unjustifiable and unjust reasoning. Colonialism and Imperialism, for example, self-justify
through claims of ‘bringing civilisation’ to ‘savage and backward’ peoples. It departs from a
grand enforcement of Difference, which not only legitimises the ‘rights’ of the coloniser to
the land and lives of the colonised, but by so doing also delegitimises the rights of indigenous
people to their own ways of life and being. Notably, we see the same kind of presumptive
claims of power, and reliance on an argument of ‘liberating’ people, when countries like the
USA (‘the world’s greatest democracy’) enforce democratisation onto other societies. We
also see it in Israel’s self-description of being ‘the only democracy in the Middle East’. This
is not a mere statement on its political ideology. It is a claim of moral superiority and
authority, which distinguishes it from the rest of the ‘backward’ region, while simultaneously
legitimising its actions, regardless of inhumane these might be.

The reality is that human beings struggle to live in peace; people struggle with the differences
of others; they struggle to recognise the possibility of multiple worldviews and ways of being,
and hence, at times, fail to see the humanity in others. The struggle itself emanates from
various sources and contexts, or a combination thereof, so that the immigrant, for example,
is not only feared as an unknown, but is also perceived as a threat to a dominant ‘way of life’.
Other times, fear is masked by unadulterated exertions of power and control, much like the
majority ‘black’ population suffered during apartheid in South Africa, or the sustained
brutalisation of the Palestinians since 1948. Fear, as Donald Trump, demonstrates on a
regular basis, is a powerful tool. It draws hard lines between those who think like him and
those who do not to the extent that differences should not only be condemned, but also hated.
As Ruth Ben-Ghiat points out, Trump has ‘been taking Americans and his followers on a
journey since really 2015 conditioning them ... step by step instilling hatred in a group, and
then escalating” (Ward, 2024). Immigrants are crime and anarchy, they are taking Americans’
jobs, and they are ‘also animals who are going to kill us or eat our pets or eat us’. And while
‘white’ people have ‘good genes’, ‘non-white immigrants’ have bad genes, as Trump shared
with a radio host (Ward, 2024). Struggles and conflicts between human beings do not only
lead to a disintegration of peace; they can also lead to an unbearable decimation of human
beings, and humanity — as encountered in the ongoing genocide in Palestine, first through a
war, and now through starvation.

The possibility of a bearable world

The interest of philosophy of education naturally extends into concerns about educational
ideologies, theories and practices, as well as the broader contexts of influence, which include
not only political, social and economic factors, but also cultural, religious milieus.
Considering the commitment of philosophy of education to making sense of the nature of
education, it follows that it has as much of a moral responsibility to respond to global
humanitarian crises (war, genocide, unrest, environmental crises, famine, starvation,
displacement) as it does to challenging the global surges of right wing politics and rhetoric.
These are not separate concerns, as | have tried to highlight in the introduction to this essay.
Both are enduring and centre on what it means to be and act with humanity. The ideas and
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perspectives which emanate from right wing politics give rise to racism, intolerance, and
ultimately, violence. And regardless of whether we describe these as racism, fascism,
xenophobia, or Islamophobia, the common thematic emotion is fear, and the potential for
violence and hatred is the same.

How, therefore, can philosophy of education respond to contemporary global crises, and
promote peaceful possibilities of being in this world? If we agree that fear of the unknown,
and more specifically, ‘the Other’, underscores most of the world’s turbulence, then how do
we unlearn the fear so that we might foster renewed forms of engaging with others, by seeing
others without fear? The paradox here is that, on the one hand, ‘Othering’ embodies anyone
that is perceived as different. The perceived difference is interpreted as unknown, as well as
less-than, but also as a threat, and hence, feared. On the other hand, despite not knowing the
‘the Other’, judgements are made about who ‘the Other’ is, and what they do. The result is
an anomalous narrative of not-knowing, but knowing. Consider the widely reported example
of some liberal democracies’ preoccupation with hijab-wearing Muslim women. These
women are perceived as being ‘backward’ and in need of liberation, because ostensibly their
hijabs are a sign of oppression. But they are also a threat to ‘our way of life’ in liberal
democracies. To combat this threat, some liberal democracies have prohibited the hijab,
thereby forcing Muslim women to either remove their hijabs or face the consequences (fines,
lost unemployment). As such, hijab-wearing Muslim women are relegated as irreconcilable
with liberal western values, thereby sustaining a false binary between the Orient and the
Occident.

Unlearning the fear, therefore, which leads to the construction of ‘the Other’, involves firstly,
an acknowledgement that what we know might not be knowledge, but rather myths based on
stereotypes. This is not easy, because it might also involve a confrontation with truths that
are in fact not true. If we have been reared to believe that race or religion are determinants of
truth and supremacy, then it is not only a matter of disrupting stereotypes. It is also a matter
of confronting the very value system through which we see the world, and ourselves, and the
possibility that there is more than one way of being in this world. Fear of others can be
unlearnt when we identify the source of what we know and how we have come to know it.
Secondly, inasmuch as education is the only means through which to advance and reform
human beings and society, schools and universities, as the predominant sites of education, do
not necessarily fulfil this mandate. It is not only a matter of some schools and universities
discouraging dissent, critical thinking, and a general questioning of how we see and live in
this world. It is also a matter of how these educational sites respond to diversity, which often
involves managing it, rather than allowing it to live organically in institutional cultures and
ethos. Instead, with its preoccupation of ‘managing diversity’, differences are homogenised
and naturalised, stifling any potential for curiosity and dialogue. There is value in learning
with and from others, if only school and university teachers alike would use those they teach
as sources of knowledge, rather than only as recipients. It is insufficient to only teach about
diversity. Young people need to experience what it is like to engage and live with diversity.
Fear can be challenged when we begin to see the world from different perspectives, and when
we live in this world with more compassion, and less suspicion.

And thirdly, fear can be dispelled when we recognise our interconnectedness as human
beings. We had a brief glimpse of this intertwining during the Covid-19 pandemic crisis,
which started in 2019, when we recognised that we can only be safe from the virus if we are
all safe. Although the virus forced human beings into isolated silos, it also forced them into
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a fragile intimacy. Fragile because of the possibility of death; and intimate, because, however
fleeting, some human beings grasped their moral responsibility to and with others. A
recognition of human fragility takes us right to the core of what it means to be human, it
exposes us, makes us vulnerable and forces us to turn towards others. When we turn towards
each other, we can begin to see others, we can ponder on what we think we know, and allow
others to teach us about themselves. As important, the more we turn towards one another, the
deeper our connection can become so that it is not only fear which is dispelled, but also a
cultivation of renewed ways of being with one another.

In conclusion, many parts of the world are broken, suffering and without hope. But as the
great 13" century, Sufi mystic and poet, Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi, reminds us, ‘The
wound is the place where the light enters you’. Hence, while global peace might be in a
perpetual state of potentiality, philosophy of education can offer hope and possibilities for a
bearable world.
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