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Abstract

This essay examines the role of educational philosophy in fostering world peace, engaging
historical and contemporary debates. While thinkers from Plato to Noddings argue that
philosophy cultivates political virtues and ethical life, critics like Arendt and Rorty question
its political efficacy. Drawing on Marxist and decolonial perspectives, the essay explores the
limits of philosophical discourse detached from material struggles. It then critiques the
transformation of testimonio from a genre of resistance literature to an academic research
tool, arguing that this shift depoliticizes its original purpose. Instead, the essay calls for a
return to testimonio as urgent evidence of injustice, particularly in the ongoing crisis in Gaza.
By embracing immanent critique and resisting ideological co-optation, philosophers of
education can contribute to peace through critical engagement with global struggles.
Keywords: testimonio and resistance, gaza genocide, decolonial perspectives, peace and
political engagement.
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The topic of this special issue — the contribution of educational philosophers to a turbulent
world: engaging philosophically minded researchers in world peace — is timeless and
controversial. Timeless: because the question of the contribution of philosophy to the world
is as old as philosophy itself. Plato insisted on the rational education of philosopher-rulers
(Plato, 1992); Immanuel Kant thought philosophy was necessary for understanding the
rational necessity of peace (Kant, 1795/1983); G.W.F. Hegel hoped for the development of
“ethical life” (Sittlichkeit) through philosophical thinking (Hegel, 1820/1991). Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (Rousseau, 1762/1979), John Dewey (Dewey, 1916/1997), Nel Noddings
(Noddings, 2013), Maxine Greene(Greene, 2000, 2018), and numerous others have argued
that a distinctively philosophical kind of thinking, understanding, discourse, or education is
necessary for overcoming nationalism, coexisting peacefully, resolving conflicts, developing
democratic habits, fostering imagination and empathy, and cultivating humanitarian values.
Philosophers have also inspired philosophies — in the sense of “ways of life” (Hadot, 1995)
or “forms of life” (Jaeggi, 2018) — which, it is argued, can promote greater peace and
harmony: Stoicism, Confucianism, feminism, Buddhism, secular humanism, Gandhism,
liberalism, Pan-Africanism, and so on. The full list is far too long to present here. In short,
philosophers have almost always attempted to describe philosophy and philosophies in a way
that preserves at least some sort of role for themselves in the creation of a more peaceful
world.

Controversial: because not everyone agrees that philosophically minded research has much
to offer a better politics, let alone to anything as distant and majestic as “world peace.”
Hannah Arendt (Arendt, 1951/2024, 1958/2018) believed thoughtlessness was one of the
roots of political violence but was also suspicious of philosophy’s historical contribution to
politics. Liberal ironists like Richard Rorty (Rorty, 2000) might doubt that philosophy has
much of a “mission” or “task” in the first place (p. 19) — perhaps philosophers are simply
people who are familiar with a certain intellectual tradition, and who (like Hegel in a different
key) can at best help to “hold our time in thought” (p. 20). (Maybe the owl of Minerva really
does only fly at dusk.) It is not that philosophy is necessarily socially useless, but perhaps it
is simply of “no help in dealing with Nazis and other bullies” (p. 16). Perhaps Nazis and other
bullies can (in rare best-case scenarios) be rationally reformed with the help of philosophical
inquiry, but it is much more likely that they must simply be defeated — exposed, ridiculed,
politically out-maneuvered and out-organized — or (in the worst-case scenarios) out-gunned.
For philosophers of education with more socialistic leanings, the social usefulness of
philosophical reflection and analysis is measured by whether it supports or suffocates
political praxis. Philosophical analysis and discussion of peace, democratic values, liberal
principles, and so on, unmoored from international class struggle —what Paulo Freire (Freire,
2018) would have dismissed as the “idle chatter” of “verbalism” (p. 87) — merely legitimizes
capitalist society through its apolitical passivity and perpetuates the conditions for social
alienation, economic oppression, crimes of desperation, and ethnic and gender-based hatred
and aggression. So, insofar as violent conflicts often stem from the destabilizing and
immiserating effects of economic competition between capitalist powers, and are further
incentivized by war profiteers, lasting peace requires (even if it cannot guarantee) moving
past capitalism as the globally hegemonic institutionalized social order. What does this imply
for the average philosopher of education after Marx? Does it give her a reason to take up
militant revolutionary struggle? A reason to participate in building and strengthening
democratic institutions such as labor unions? At the very least, perhaps a reason to vocally
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oppose imperialist wars?

I am not certain what philosophers of education can do for world peace that is all that distinct
from what anyone, in their own small corner of the world, can similarly do. At the same time,
I am for some reason absolutely convinced that a saner and more peaceful world would be
delightfully saturated with philosophically minded educational research. This vision is, |
think, what keeps me motivated more than any instrumental calculus about the causal effect
of my work on world peace. I can easily imagine all sorts of “bullshit jobs” (Graeber, 2019)
fading into obscurity if and when we move toward world peace, but | cannot even conceive
of a better world where we would not need or want to philosophize about education. So, here
is my tentative, general answer: a good world is a peaceful world but not simply that — it is
also one where the practice of educational philosophy is alive and well, and keeping that
possible future alive requires a commitment to the practices and communities that make
educational philosophy.

A life built around the support of this general ideal can be achieved by just about any
philosopher of education committed to “humanism” and “humanistic education” in the senses
employed by scholars like Edward Said (Said, 1979/1994). Beyond this, though, if pressed
to say more, my current thinking is that the practice of “immanent critique” (Jaeggi, 2018)
with regard to education and educational research probably offers, to my mind, the most
useful additional (albeit long-term) contribution to world peace that philosophers of
education qua educational philosophers can hope to make. What follows is a short example
taken from my own small corner of the world.

Historically, the term “festimonio” has most often been used to refer to a body of mid-to-late
20" century Latin American (often Indigenous) resistance literature. First-personal (often
transcribed) narratives of Black enslavement and escape, Indigenous genocide and
survivance, armed resistance, and the kidnapping and torture of political prisoners in Latin
America came, over time, to be classified into a distinctive literary “genre” (and eventually
into a canon of sorts) thanks to the efforts of politically motivated cultural institutions. In
1970, for instance, Casa de las Américas awarded the first Premio Literario for the category
of Testimonio Latinoamericano. As testimonios migrated from speakers of Quechua,
Nahuatl, and Aymara into the publications of Spanish and Portuguese collaborator-
translators, or from illiterate Spanish and Portuguese-speakers toward their literate
collaborator-transcribers, and then all of these eventually into English as translations crossed
the equator into the Global North, these stories (and the unique first-personal form that they
took) came to be received in different ways and were used for different purposes by political
activists, professors of language and literature, and K-12 teachers in the United States. Once
lauded as a discursive instrument for proletarian liberation in Latin America, enthusiasm for
the liberatory potential of testimonios had, by the late 1990s, faded significantly among North
American literary critics.

Curiously, starting at around the same time, the concept (and its politically dramatic history)
gained a new following among qualitatively minded Latine® educational researchers. Now,
however, rather than being interpreted primarily as a genre of quasi-literary, quasi-
autobiographical representations of extreme suffering, violence, deprivation, dispossession,
retaliation, and so on, testimonio became slowly rendered into a kind of “technique” or
“method,” modeled after other methods commonly deployed in social scientific research. For

! “Latine” is a gender-neutral used to refer to people with Latin American heritage.
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example, recent studies have referred to testimonio as something that is “used,” “utilized,” or
“implemented.” Just as often, education researchers have described testimonio as a
“methodology” that morally guides, conceptually frames, or otherwise supports the
interpretation and justification of qualitative studies. It seems more and more that Latine
qualitative researchers have come to leverage the concept of testimonio to signal an alliance
to left-liberal political goals while (implicitly or explicitly) claiming that the reliance on a
concept originating in a Latin American intellectual-cultural tradition does some kind of work
toward ameliorating something, whether that “something” is described in terms of epistemic
injustice, historical misrepresentation and misrecognition, or a centering of historically
dominant “voices.” It also, of course, helps secure valuable lines on resumes reviewed by
deans and provosts at majority-white institutions who are eager to promote diversity (and
relieve themselves of some guilt along the way).

Decolonial thinkers like Anibal Quijano (Quijano, 2000), Enrique Dussel (Dussel, 1995,
2008), Sylvia Wynter (Wynter, 2003), and Frantz Fanon (Fanon, 1961/2005) have shown
how colonialism has shaped the very identity categories that adherents of liberal identity
politics seek to promote, often with a shadow essentialism that is easily obscured by token
gestures of loyalty to a belief in “overlapping” or “intersecting” (though never quite
“fictitious”) identities. Some have also pointed out that the more holistic quest for recognition
and redistribution originally pursued by theorists of identity politics has too often devolved,
in practice, into an inert (and often counterproductive) politics of deference (Taiwo, 2022).
When one’s ethical commitment isn’t to the identification and remembrance of suffering per
se but rather to strengthening a positional advantage for oneself in a capitalist system of
academic production — and doing so by invoking much more extreme examples of suffering
by members of one’s historically oppressed ethnic group — then it is easy to understand how
the life stories of tenured Latine professors in U.S. universities start getting framed as
testimonios as well.

I imagine there is a genuine component of the move to redescribe run-of-the-mill interview
studies as testimonio studies. But overall, the conceptual drift has gone too far. It is time to
paddle back to where testimonio came from — only this time, without the implicit
requirement of turning to one’s own experiences, and without essentializing anything about
“Latines,” “Latinidad,” or the “Latin American experience.” One way to start, in our current
political moment, is to look for testimonios in the ongoing Gaza genocide and scholasticide.
In that corner of the world, there are individuals who are helping to create testimonios in the
sense of the word | believe matters most: testimonio understood as urgently needed evidence
of suffering from extreme and unjust political violence, endured by those who are in that
moment so powerless and incapacitated (or perhaps dead already) that the evidence cannot
come to light without the assistance of a more powerful interlocutor. Some of the starkest
examples of testimonios produced in late 2023 and throughout 2024 exist thanks to the work
of photographers, videographers, correspondents, interviewers, archivists, journalists,
translators, researchers, forensic analysts, investigators, and lawyers at organizations such as
the Al Mezan Center for Human Rights, Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, the
Palestinian Center for Human Rights, B’Tselem (the Israeli Information Center for Human
Rights in the Occupied Territories), the Israeli Public Committee Against Torture in Israel,
and the UN’s Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Occupied Palestinian
Territory, including East Jerusalem, and Israel. (I count also the work of social media
analysts, emergency responders, and citizen journalists, who have been crucial co-producers
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of testimonio since the advent of social media.) By allowing the concept of testimonio to drift
in a different direction — eastward rather than vertically up the economic ladder — such that it
can also encompass the experiences of Hind Rajab (Williamson, 2024), Sidra Hassouna
(Sinmaz, 2024), and Sha’ban al-Dalou (Shbair, 2024), then Latin American educational
researchers will be loosening, however, slightly, their ideological commitment to Latinidad.
And the more philosophers of education can identify and encourage others to question their
commitments to this sort of colonial construction — to see how identity politics and symbolic
representation, detached from economic critique, reinforces individualism and inequality —
then the greater their chance, | hope, of contributing to world peace.
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